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Abstract

The purpose of this study was to gain and examine the parent and caretaker perspectives of
African American male students and their out-of-school suspensions during middle school.
African American male students are similar to an archipelago; although this group of
students are a part of the school, they are slowly drifting away. The participants in this study
included six African American parents from Midwestern Michigan whose sons did not
primarily experience out-of-school suspensions prior to middle school. All of the participants
voluntarily provided candid insight and background information on their son’s agency and
school experience. The parents also provided school-related reasons for their son’s school
suspensions as well as personal reasons they believe attributed to their son’s behavior in
school. I interpreted the parent responses through the critical race theory and the ecological
theory lens and methodological frameworks. Exploring the findings of the parents provided
depth and scope into a phenomenon that has been researched for over 30 years. It also served
to broaden the understanding of societal factors that have impeded and negatively influenced
educational stakeholders, with the hope of future positive school-related outcomes for
African American male students.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
“It is easier to build strong children than to repair broken men.” —Frederick Douglass,
abolitionist and statesman.
In order to examine the disparities of African American male students in school
related to school discipline and out-of-school suspensions, it is important to understand the
impact and influence of race within American society and the root causes that may lead up to
this group of student’s problems in school. The following root causes for these problems
must be considered and may be best revealed by the parents of African American male
students. These considerations fall into the following categories: (a) inquiry of consistent
male presence in the home, (b) inquiry of adolescence and self-identity, (c) inquiry of
mistrust of school and authoritative figures, (d) inquiry of exclusionary discipline, and (e)
inquiry of cultural differences with teacher. Research within each of these topics will align
with the theoretical epistemological framework of critical race theory to better guide this
study.
African American males, specifically, have found themselves at the center of
worldwide headlines due to numerous cases of police brutality leading to death. Countless
routine infractions and traffic stops have quickly resulted in fatal shots fired. African
American men are dying at alarming rates at the hands of those entrusted by the law, to serve
and protect, despite their pleas and last words of “I can’t breathe.” Edwards, Esposito, and
Lee (2018) revealed that empirical studies have demonstrated that, historically, African
American people have a greater probability of being subjected to harm by law enforcement
than European Americans.
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Noguera (1997) revealed that the rate of homicide among Black men ages 15 to 24
was the highest for any group within the U.S. population, and the suicide rate had exceeded
that of their White male counterparts. Additionally, Black male youth have a 50% higher
likelihood of dying by the age of 20. Similar cases involving police and Caucasians end
completely differently, where human life is more likely to be preserved. Gilbert and Ray
(2016) highlight when African American males turn 15 years of age, the number one cause of
death is homicide and the second is accidental injury. This fact remains until they reach age
35. Homicide is the fourth leading cause of death for African American males across the life
course. This social injustice has resulted in new measures and a stand for action through
social movements, such as Black Lives Matter, peaceful protests, and a demand for
legislative change. According to Updegrove, Cooper, Orrick, and Piquero (2020), Black
Lives Matter co-founder Patrice Cullers discussed the movement’s struggle against the U.S.
police state and emphasized that reformist solutions to the policing crisis is insufficient.
Furthermore, she argued for abolitionist alternatives, including access to jobs, healthy food,
and shelter.
African American males have historically been placed in an inferior position within
our country’s history, dating back to slavery. Even after slavery was abolished in 1865,
through the events that led to the Civil Rights Act being passed in 1964, African Americans
as a whole continued to fight for equality (Sealey-Ruiz, 2011). During these major events in
history, African American males continued to face brutal social mistreatment through
systematic racism from those with power and control. This inhumane treatment included
lynching, mutilation, incarceration, and beatings, stripping these individuals of their social
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agency. These, and other similar incidents, serve as reminders of what it means to be erased
from the social contract, according to Hill (2016), who found that:
they expose life on the underside of American democracy, where countless citizens
are rendered disposable through economic arrangements, public policy, and social
practice. They spotlight the nagging presence of the exploited, the erased, the
vulnerable, the dehumanized-those who are imagined, treated, and made to feel like
Nobody. (p. 29)
Recently, African American males returned to the nation’s headlines due to a
countless amount of reported police shootings leading to death. According to Kirkland
(2017), the incidents of police violence against vulnerable bodies can be directly related to
literacy and revealing a public chasm between lives we value more and lives we value less.
Sealey-Ruiz and Greene (2015) described race as a silent killer due to the treatment of
African American males; “educational genocide” eliminates any opportunity for an equitable
education, decreasing opportunities for African American males to develop into fully
participating citizens in a democratic society (p. 55).
From a historical perspective, this group of human beings have consistently been
targeted within the fabric and framework of our nation’s history. Delgado (1995) argued that
CRT commences with the belief that racism is “normal, not aberrant, in American society,”
and due to it being so enmeshed in the fabric of our social order, it appears both normal and
natural to people in this culture (p. 11). Smith (2016) reported that “choices are a privilege
defined by circumstance. In this country, the circumstance is always racism, oftentimes
poverty. The two combined, strip our choices away to a minimum” (pp. 91-92). If freedom
starts with choice, then incarceration is by definition disruptive to choice. With such an
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extensive and consistent history of maltreatment of African American males, widespread
hypervigilant efforts will have to be made to reverse how society stereotypically views and
treats this group of individuals in the human race.
Morrison (1992) described race as both a public and political discourse that continues
to be a powerful social construct and signifier:
Race has become a metaphorical way of referring to and disguising forces, events,
classes, and expressions of social decay and economic division far more threatening
to the body politic than biological “race” ever was. Expensively kept, economically
unsound, a spurious and useless political asset in election campaigns, racism is as
healthy today as it was during the Enlightenment. It seems that it has a utility far
beyond economy, beyond the sequestering of classes from one another, and has
assumed a metaphorical life so completely embedded in daily discourse that it is
perhaps more necessary and more on display than ever before. (p. 63)
Lee (1993) revealed how the concept of race has always been questioned and
examined in all U.S. population censuses since 1790. Although categories that describe race
have vacillated over time, the categories of Black and White have maintained their stability.
It is further explained how these two categories are polar opposites, which suggests cultural
ranking intended to inform others of who is White and who is not.
Consistent heinous events in history serve as a continuous reminder that African
American males continue to be viewed differently in our culture than their peers from other
races. Jenkins (2006) pointed out that the African American experience became a tumultuous
one beginning approximately during the year 1641, when a Virginia court made the
distinction between a White and a Black indentured servant, condemning African Americans
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to a lifetime of servitude. According to Lewis-McCoy (2016), African American males have
been negatively described as undifferentiated, culturally backwards, meager, far from
achieving class-consciousness, and ultimately trapped in the lowermost rungs of the social
order. These characteristics align with a term coined by Karl Marx, known as
lumpenproletariat. Lewis-McCoy (2016) expounded on the term, referring to African
American male students as lumpenBlackboys, due to the racial disparities of lumping African
American males in class, social, and academic categories.
Historically, we have never lived in a color-blind society; race has always played a
significant role in human interactions. Since African American males cannot reside in their
own cultural bubble, earnest and frank dialogue must persist to intersect and avoid further
demonization. This disparity cannot be ignored or erased due to the ramifications and
significant impact it left within African American homes and communities as a whole. Due
to the extensive history of the mistreatment of African American males, their absence has
almost become normalized by some. In many instances, homes run by single mothers serve
as the status quo. Unfortunately, the absence of African American males from both the home
and community has left generations of unconscious psychological trauma that has filtered
within educational settings. Cultural critic, hooks (2003) explained that it is critical that we
challenge ourselves to undo oppression and to look inwards on how we educate and that it
must be woven into the fabric of education.
Kirkland (2017) described how Black and Brown boys and men disappear like
shadows in the night or vanish from classrooms like light in the cover of night. When both
discussing and considering the root cause of African American male students not measuring
up to their same age peers, the lack of consistent male role models in both the home and
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community must be considered moving forward. Kirkland (2017) further suggested directing
new pipelines, not from school-to-prison but from school-to-opportunity, through literacy
education. The benefits of promoting the goal of the school-to-opportunity pipeline are by
teaching literacy to promote freedom and free-thinking individuals who are capable of
transforming their communities. Arcia (2006) contended that there is a negative relationship
between exclusionary discipline and reading achievement.
African American male students have also been overrepresented in special education
referrals, school exclusion, and school discipline that can result in out-of-school suspensions.
According to Skiba et al. (2011), race continues to play a chief role in school discipline.
Students of color were found to be disproportionately disciplined for subjective reasons, such
as disrespect, while their White peers were found to be disciplined for more objective
reasons, such as smoking. These alleged minor infractions impact connectedness to school
according to McNeely, Nonemaker, and Blum (2002). Losen (2011) reported that African
American students as a whole are three times more likely to be suspended and three and a
half times more likely to be expelled in comparison to their White peers. The U.S.
Department of Education Office of Civil Rights (OCR, 2014) reported that Black male
students specifically have the single highest rates of suspension and expulsion in comparison
to any other group. The Schott Foundation (2015) estimated that Black males nationally
ranked 59% of high school graduates within four years, while White males ranked 80%.
Arias (2014) found that the life expectancy of Black males is consistency lower than White
male life expectancy. Leshner, Altevogt, Lee, McCoy, and Kelley (2013) stated that Black
males are more likely than any other racial or ethnic group to suffer from firearm-related

WHAT HAPPENDED TO MY SON

7

deaths. Additionally, Holzer (2009) reported that Black males are more vulnerable to shifts in
the economy due to unemployment and extended separation from the labor market.
A great amount of these factors are directly correlated to the overwhelming
disproportionate contact Black males encounter with the criminal justice system. Glaze and
Kaeble (2014) reported that Black males have the highest rates of incarceration out of any
other ethnic or gender group in the United States. While this data may be disturbing in nature
to some, it is also factual and has led to a conflated wrath of disparity for Black male students
striving to obtain an education. Although a great amount of research has been completed over
the past 30 years on the subject of how African American male students are marginalized in
schools, the behavior continues.
The U.S. Department of Education, Office of Civil Rights (OCR, 2014) reported that
over three million students are suspended a minimum of one time per year and over 100,000
are expelled. Both educators and researchers have already confirmed that factors, such as
poverty, socioeconomic status (SES), lack of school readiness, exclusionary discipline,
cultural differences with teachers, and poor school and family relationships can significantly
impact how African American male students behave in school. According to Cregor and
Hewitt (2011), the American Academy of Pediatrics reported that school suspension and
expulsion jeopardize children’s health and safety and can exacerbate school failure. The
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (2011) found that out-of-school students are
more likely to be retained a grade, drop out of school, become teen parents, and engage in
delinquent behavior (as cited in Cregor & Hewitt, 2011). The American Psychological
Association (2011) reported that zero tolerance policies have failed to make schools safer and
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that schools with higher suspension rates score worse on standardized tests (as cited in
Cregor & Hewitt, 2011).
Interventions, such as continuous disciplinary referrals and out-of-school suspensions,
ultimately serve as a direct path to the school-to-prison pipeline (STPP). Nicholson-Crotty,
Birchmeier, and Valentine (2009) reported that racial disproportionality in out-of-school
suspensions are a strong predictor of comparable points of racial disparity in juvenile court
referrals, even when researching for points of delinquent behavior, poverty, and other
demographic variables. Although extensive research and attention has been focused on this
dilemma, African American male students continue to have an earlier introduction and
involvement with the penal system in comparison to their same-age peers. Sedlak and
McPherson (2010) found that 61% of youth found in juvenile justice detention facilities
reported being suspended or expelled from school just one year prior to their detainment.
According to Vanderhaar, Petrosko, and Munoz (2014), 50% of Black students placed in
alternative middle school settings were eventually detained in comparison to 32% of White
students.
African American females face their share of challenges in school as well; however,
the contrast is vast in comparison to African American males. African American women
have historically served as the cornerstone and pillar within predominantly Black
communities. Therefore, a form of modeling has occurred for females that has not been
consistently provided for Black male students due to social disparities. Richardson (2009)
illuminated how the African American grandmother is seen as a heroic figure within poor
inner-city families and can serve as a primary caregiver and surrogate mother of her
grandchildren. Jenkins (2006) revealed that it was a standard practice among slave owners in
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the South to immediately separate an infant from its mother and to levy an elder enslaved
woman with rearing the children of the plantation (as cited in Boyd & Allen, 1995). This
practice averts infants from developing a strong attachment and allegiance to the mother, and
the mother from endorsing the role of nurturer, which might divert her from her labor duties
(Schneider & Schneider, 2001). Kellam, Adams, Brown, and Ensminger (1982) explained how
children with additional caregivers, such as grandmothers and aunts, have been found to
function similarly as children from two-parent families.
Problem
Historically, the origin of schools and public education were not intended for African
American people. Jenkins (2006) highlighted that although America has more than a 300year history of higher education, not more than 139 years ago it was illegal for African
Americans of any age to be taught to read. The deficit sustained by history is extensive and
has had a generational effect on the African American community, the family unit, and the
individual. Receiving equal rights and treatment has been an upward battle for the African
American race for too many years. The historical Brown v. Board of Education case of 1954
that ruled separate schools for Black and White students was unconstitutional, set a new
precedence, and declared a major victory for the Civil Rights Movement (Franklin, 2005).
Fast forward sixty years and unequal treatment continues to exist, specifically with Black
male students. Yearby (2015) asserted that racial bias foils African Americans from receiving
quality education, gaining jobs, and accessing housing in safe, diverse, and environmentally
friendly neighborhoods. Monroe (2006) reported that “deficit explanations for the discipline
gap are significantly inaccurate and that there is a lack of research findings that support the
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notion that Black males are more disruptive than their peers” (p. 104; Skiba & Peterson,
1999; Skiba, Peterson, & Williams, 1997; Wu, Pink, Crain, & Moles, 1982).
African American male students from urban settings face many difficulties, which
include unequal placement in special education and remedial reading groups; greater
amounts of suspensions and expulsions than other race males; underrepresentation in gifted
or talented programs; and academically related experiences that have greatly disrupted future
goals and aspirations, and they are significantly behind their same race peers within the
academic setting and overrepresented in disciplinary referrals (Kincheloe, 2007; Polite &
Davis, 1999; Skiba, Michael, Nardo, & Peterson, 2002). African American males typically
have the highest number of disciplinary referrals, which lead to out-of-school suspensions.
The relationship, or lack of thereof, that this group of students form with their teachers may
possibly play an instrumental role in their overall school performance.
Out-of-school suspensions and zero-tolerance policies fortunately replaced the
archaic corporal punishment policies within the state of Michigan. Sadly, these new policies
have academically crippled African American male students. As a long-term school social
worker, I am continuously perplexed by the disproportionate treatment of African American
male students. Some examples would include exclusion from school-related activities, such
as Fun Fridays, field trips, and even school curriculum. Fenning and Rose (2007) surmise
that exclusionary discipline penalties are the primary method used once students are asked to
leave their classroom. On a daily basis, African American male students are observed sitting
or standing outside of their classroom. When asked why, their responses are usually the
same: “My teacher sent me out.” Being asked to leave the educational environment is usually
preceded with a form of school punishment or feelings of exclusion. This exclusion over time

WHAT HAPPENDED TO MY SON

11

may create a disconnection from the construct of school as a whole. The aftermath leaves
many parents wondering, “What happened to my son?”
According to critical race theory, African American male students are regularly
finding themselves within a web in the school structure based upon race, law, and power.
These students are often experiencing intentional discrimination as noted through exclusion
of school related activities and even instructional time. This theory also suggests that racial
inequality, as well as White privilege, serve as the premise of the treatment that this
marginalized group receives from the very people who are paid to educate them. Kenyatta
(2012) stated that:
school processes that divide students along lines of difference communicate beliefs
about those differences and marginalize separate groups. Nowhere is this more
damaging than in the case of African American male students, where the intersections
of race and gender place them at odds with their environment, resulting in academic
underperformance and a disconnection. (p. 36)
Through a structuralist approach, Kenyatta (2012) further reported that schools are
production sites for inequities that facilitate underachievement in African American males.
Teachers exist as agents of the structure who create and maintain a dominant culture through
practices that are at odds with the academic productivity of young Black males.
Lack of understanding, or cultural understanding, is often suggested as a possible
cause for the relationships amongst African American male students and their teachers.
Cartledge, Tilman, and Johnson (2001) reported the disproportionate rates of discipline
referrals, suspensions, and expulsions are directly related to cultural differences that are
present amongst minority students and White teachers. Noted cultural differences are
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attributed to proxemics, paralanguage, tone, pitch, speech rate, verbal behavior, facial
expressions, and eye gazes believed to be a cultural misunderstanding.
Waltby (2007) discussed how Karl Marx described conflict theory as a social,
political, or material inequality of a social group. African American male students would be
considered a specific class of students who some may suggest fit the examples provided
related to physical attributes, such as proxemics, paralanguage, tone, pitch, speech rate,
verbal behavior, and more. Max Weber, the originator of the symbolic interaction theory,
suggested that some behaviors are derived through the symbolic meanings that individuals
develop during the process of social interaction. Gregory (1997) reported that “Black males
may have assimilated assertive behavior patterns that are adaptive outside of school but are
maladaptive in the classroom” (p. 31). West-Olatunji, Baker, and Brooks (2006) reported that
an African-centered experience focuses on reciprocity, interdependence, and a responsibility
to transform the collective community.
Purpose
The purpose and aim of this study were to explore the perspectives of the parents and
caretakers of African American male students related to their individual school experiences
and school discipline, specifically out-of-school suspensions. It was imperative to capture the
voice of these parents to consider probable rationale and reasons for their school experiences
differing significantly from their same-age peers. In order to promote academic achievement
for this group of students, educators must do a better job listening. To date, there are a
plethora of studies by a myriad of researchers, such as David Kirkland, Pedro Noguera, and
Gloria Ladson-Billings, that highlight the problems that African American male students
have in school; however, there are not enough studies that examine the cause for these
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problems. Parents are often the first teachers for their children. It would behoove us all to not
overlook this important group of individuals by allowing them to share their perspectives on
the problem at hand. This research will bring light to their voices and experiences and may
dispel false perceptions. Kirk and Miller (1989) concluded that qualitative research is a
specific tradition in social science that primarily depends on watching people in their own
territory and interacting with them in their own language, on their own terms.
Rationale
Howard (2013) asserted that although countless studies have been completed on the
topic of the educational and social trajectory of African American male students. I believe
that it is imperative to continue the research to adequately explore root causes and to provide
parents with a platform that allows them to provide a voice to their unique perspective of
their son’s situation and experiences with school. Many African American male students
continue to find themselves in a downward spiral when it comes to their relationship with
school. This spiral tends to intensify during middle school, which comes with the challenge
of maintaining relationships with multiple teachers, peers, and time management, all while
attempting to negotiate a sense of self during this difficult time of adolescence. Anderman,
Maehr, and Midgley (1999) confirmed that middle school is a period when students display a
disturbing downturn in motivation towards school, and that negative attitudes and behavioral
patterns can defeat any prior investments made. The increased presence of disciplinary
referrals and out-of-school suspensions are used as a regular, and oftentimes, first and
immediate response to perceived and proven misbehavior.
Many parents have rhetorically asked the question, “What happened to my son?”
They further explained that they were utterly vexed and confused about why their sons are
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having so many problems upon entering middle school. Cregor and Hewitt (2011) reported
that disciplinary rates are more pronounced during middle school. As a school social worker,
I have heard this claim for over a decade now from countless parents, resulting in my interest
in this study.
How Critical Race Theory Relates to Parent Perspectives
Gaining insight from the parents of African American male students is a viable
starting point to better understand and gain a much-needed understanding of their school
experience. The presence and voice of parents are oftentimes the missing link to
understanding this befuddling dilemma of their plight as they navigate through their
formative years in school.
Although parent-teacher conferences, parent-teacher associations, and parent
meetings can also be used as forums to voice their concerns, my research is seeking to gain
an intimate understanding of organic feelings, attitudes, and experiences. According to
Ladson-Billings (1998/2010), CRT initially emerged from counter legal scholarship to the
positivist and liberal legal discourse of civil rights. It argues against the slow pace of racial
reform in the United States, commencing with the ideal that racism is normal in American
society. This notion has served as the status quo for a number of years and the magnitude of
repeated events that have occurred throughout history, specifically to African Americans,
supports this claim.
Critical race theory also examines how citizenship and race interact as well as its
usefulness in gaining a better understanding of educational inequities in its infancy. Due to
the historical value placed on Whiteness, CRT further serves as a viable intellectual social
tool for deconstruction, reconstruction, and construction. Deconstruction of oppressive
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structures and discourses, reconstruction of human agency, and construction of equitable and
socially just relations of power. Additionally, the benefits gained by storytelling, one of the
components of CRT, based on school experiences will provide invaluable insight to the
academy.
Delgado (1995) explained how storytelling analyzes myths, presuppositions, and
received wisdom that composes the common culture about race that consistently deem Black
s and other minorities as one-down. Stories and narratives also add necessary contextual
contours to the seeming “objectivity of positivist perspectives” (Ladson-Billing, 2010, p. 11).
The exposure of these stories will further place both positive and negative school experiences
in the midst of public discourse. Allowing a platform to hear the voice of a historically
marginalized group who has been muted by society brings attention and power to the legal
discourses of racial justice.
Additionally, bringing voice and naming one’s own reality in legal discourse allows
their reality to be socially constructed, their stories can provide members of outgroups a
vehicle for psychic self-preservation, and the exchange of stories from teller to listener can
help overcome ethnocentrism and the dysconscious drive, or need to view the world in one
way (Delgado, 1989). Delgado (1989) further explained that truths of the social reality can
only be constructed by the formulation and exchange of stories about individual situations.
These stories will further aid as interpretive structures in which we impose order on
experience, and it on us. Ladson-Billings (1998/2010) pointed out how, historically,
storytelling serves as a medicine to heal wounds and pain caused by their oppressors. The
voice component of CRT allows a method to orally express the experience and realities of
the oppressed, which also serves as an initial step in understanding the intricacies of racism
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and launching a process of judicial amends. Having one’s voice heard is the primary key of
opening the doors of communication. Delpit (1988) pointed out that one of the misfortunes
within the field of education is how the dialogue of people of color has been silenced.
Barnes (1990) argued that critical race theorists assimilate their experiential knowledge
drawn from shared history as “other” with their continuous struggles to transform a world
deteriorating under the albatross of racial hegemony (as cited in Ladson-Billings, 1998/2010,
p. 11).
According to Caldwell (1996), critical race theorists are unified by two common
interests, to understand how a regime of White supremacy and its subordination of people of
color have been created and maintained in America, and second, to alter the bond that exists
between law and racial power. Gordon (1990) explained how CRT emerged from critical
legal studies, a leftist legal movement that challenged the traditional legal scholarship that
focused on doctrinal and policy analysis. This law was favored due its voice and specificity
of individuals and groups in social and cultural contexts. Critical legal studies scholars also
confronted the ideal that the “civil rights struggle represents a long, steady, march towards
social transformation” (Crenshaw, 1988, p. 10). See Figure 1 for the applied critical race
theory diagram, which provides descriptions of key tenets of CRT, research review, and
applying CRT in the classroom.
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Figure 1. Applied Critical Race Theory Diagram. Adapted from “Critical Race Theory,” by
R. Delgado and J. Stefancic, 2017. Copyright 2017 by New York University Press.
How Ecological Theory Relates to Parent Perspectives
Bronfenbrenner’s (1974) ecological theory was first introduced in the 1970’s as a
response to the limited scope of other research being completed by other developmental
psychologists at that time described by the following quote by Bronfenbrenner (1977):
It can be said that much of developmental psychology is the science of the strange
behavior of children in strange situations with strange adults for the briefest possible
periods of time. (p. 513)
The phenomena of African American male students lagging behind their same-age peers for
more than three decades now may be considered strange to some, especially their parents.
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Bronfenbrenner and Ceci (1994) proposed that throughout the life course, in its early phases,
two propositions must occur to be effective. The first, called proximal process, is human
reciprocal interaction over an extended period of time. Parent-child activities, child-child
activities, group, solitary play, reading, learning, studying, athletic, and performance
activities are all examples. The second proposition is three-fold, described as power, content,
and direction of the proximal process. Bronfenbrenner and Ceci (1994) explained the
following:
Proximal processes effecting development vary systematically as a joint function of
the characteristics of the developing person; of the environment both immediate and
more remote in which the processes are taking place, and the nature of the
developmental outcomes under consideration. (p. 38)
Drillien (1963) concluded in his study that many factors may impact the development of
children, such as low birth weight; however, a proximal process, such as mother-infant
interaction, over time emerged as a powerful predictor of the developmental outcome.
Additionally, good maternal treatment was stated to reduce the degree of behavioral
disturbance displayed by a child.
Some parents of African American male students may have a mixed reaction of being
interviewed about the upbringing of their sons. For those that are more open and receptive to
determining causes for their challenges in school, identified predictors may serve as either a
cause or rule-out the developmental journey for some of the students. Gaining perspectives
from the parents is paramount for the purpose of this study to fully understand the path of life
these young students have experienced thus far.
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Parental monitoring is defined as the effort put forth by parents to remain informed
and to set limits on their children’s activities outside of the home. Children spend a
significant amount of time outside of the home, at school, yet African American males tend
to face a great amount of their challenges at school. Gaining perspectives from their parents
about their knowledge of what occurs at school will provide further insight into the dilemma
at hand.
Bronfenbrenner and Ceci (1994) described the greatest advantaged ecological niche
as families with two biological parents, in which the mother has gained some education
beyond high school. There are many students from all races who do not fit into this niche.
Many African American students as a whole will not fit into this niche due to the longevity
of race in this country, dating back to slavery, which dismantled many African American
homes. Slaughter-Defoe, Nakagawa, Takanishi, and Johnson (1990) claimed the following:
In the 1970s the underachievement among Black children was explained by reference
to father absence. At least two ideational sources fueled the development of theory on
father absence: the elaboration of the cultural deficit model (see Miller-Jones, 1988)
and the Moynihan (1965) report. The Moynihan report was partially responsible for
the view that, by virtue the historical events of slavery, the African American family
is disorganized and therefore dysfunctional and pathological, in the post slavery
period (i.e., 1866-1965). (p. 370)
The ecological model was reconceptualized based from Lewin’s theory of psychological
fields (Bronfenbrenner 1977; Lewin, 1917, 1931, 1935). Similar to a set of Russian dolls, the
ecological environment is conceived as a set of rested structures inside of each other, starting
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at the core, the developing person is represented, moving to the outside. Bronfenbrenner and
Ceci (1994) described each structure:
The Microsystems [sic] is described as a pattern of activities, social roles, and
interpersonal relations experienced by the developing person in a given face-toface setting with particular physical, social, and symbolic features that invite,
permit, or inhibit engagement in sustained, progressively more complex interaction
with, and activity in, the immediate environment. Examples include such settings
as family, school, peer group, and workplace. It is within the immediate
environment of the microsystem that proximal processes operate to produce and
sustain development, but as the above definition indicates, their power to do so
depends on the content and structure of the microsystem.
The Mesosystems [sic] comprises the linkages and processes taking place
between two or more settings containing the developing person (e.g., the relations
between home and school, school and workplace, etc.). In other words, a mesosystem
is a system of microsystems. Two-way communication and decision making by
parents and teachers, serves as an example developmental impact.
The Exosystems [sic] is described as the linkages and processes taking place
between two or more settings, at least one of which does not contain the developing
person, but in which events occur that indirectly influence processes within the
immediate setting in which the developing person lives (e.g., for a child, the relation
between the home and the parent's workplace; for a parent, the relation between the
school and the neighborhood peer group). Three exosystems have been identified that
impact child development is. These are the parents' workplace (e.g., Eckenrode &
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Gore, 1990), family social networks (e.g., Cochran et al., 1990), and neighborhoodcommunity contexts (e.g., Pence, 1988).
The Macrosystems [sic] is described as the overarching pattern of micro-,
meso-, and exosystems characteristic of a given culture or subculture, with particular
reference to the belief systems, bodies of knowledge, material resources, customs,
life-styles, opportunity structures, hazards, and life course options that are embedded
in each of these broader systems. The macrosystem may be thought of as a societal
blueprint for a particular culture or subculture.
The Chronosystems [sic] is described as a final systems parameter that
extends the environment into a third dimension. Traditionally in the study of
human development, the passage of time was treated as synonymous with
chronological age. Since the early 1970s; however, an increasing number of
investigators have employed research designs in which time appears not merely as
an attribute of the growing human being, but also, as a property of the surrounding
environment not only over the life course, but across historical time (Baltes &
Schaie, 1973; Clausen, 1986; Elder, 1974; Elder et al., 1993). A chronosystem
encompasses change or consistency over time not only in the characteristics of the
person but also of the environment in which that person lives (e.g., changes over
the life course in family structure, socioeconomic status, employment, place of
residence, or the degree of hecticness and ability in everyday life). (pp. 39-40)
The ecological model can be applied to students from all races. This model was
included in this research due to transparency of the model and how it may apply to
students who are in dire need of support. This model further served as a visual for parents
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to discuss their son’s school and life experience. Wingerd, Schoen, and Solomon (1971)
claimed that the success and failure of Black boys is unpredictable from third grade to
high school. It is my hope that through examining their lives through a different lens, and
collaborating with their parents, their social trajectory will change.
For the purpose of this study, I focused specifically on the microsystem, focusing
on the family, school, peers, neighborhood, and church. Due to the Health Insurance
Portability and Accountability Act (HIPAA), health inquiries of the boys will not be
addressed. Focusing on the microsystem will allow alternative perspectives of the lives of
African American males. The ecological model diagram (see Figure 2) was originally
created by Bronfenbrenner (1970) and modified by me for the purposes of this study, to
illustrate various linkages and processes amongst settings the developing person may
encounter throughout their life course.
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Figure 2. The Ecological Model Diagram. Adapted from “The Bioecological Model of
Human Development,” by U. Bronfenbrenner and P. A. Morris, 2006, in W. Damon & R. M.
Learner (Eds.), Handbook of Child Psychology: Vol. 1 Theoretical Models of Human
Development (6th ed., Vol. 1, pp. 793-828). Copyright 2006 by Wiley & Sons, Inc.
Conceptual Framework
In order to conceptualize the theoretical frameworks proposed for this study,
Figures 1 and 2 have been selected. Miles and Huberman (1994) asserted that conceptual
frameworks are best described graphically. The process of developing a conceptual
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framework is done to ponder deeply about why phenomena transpire and how to improve
outcomes (Herber & Herber, 1993). The conceptual framework of this study was designed
to accomplish the task of providing in-depth understanding of the parental and caretaker
perspectives of African American male students and their out-of-school suspensions
during middle school.
Research Question
To examine parent perspectives of African American males and their experience with
out-of-school suspensions, the following question guided this study:
•

How do parents and caregivers of African American males describe their
experience with school discipline in middle school, specifically out-of-school
suspension?
Summary

This chapter described the problem and provided a brief overview of the literature. It
described the conceptual framework for the study, and how I approached gathering data
about the problem. Chapter 2 will provide an in-depth analysis of the literature related to the
problem of African American male students and their out-of-school suspensions during
middle school.
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Chapter 2: Review of Literature
“Children have never been very good at listening to their elders, but they have never failed
to imitate them.” —James Baldwin, American novelist, playwright, essayist, poet, and
activist.
In this chapter, I will provide a review of the literature related to African American
male students and their out-of-school suspensions during middle school. It is imperative to
understand both the historical and current experiences of this group of students. In this
chapter, I will illustrate both the benefits and disparities of school experiences through
student-teacher relationships, community influences, and environmental factors. I will also
highlight the future trajectory of African American male students when factors, such as longterm removal, lack of peer alignment, and when their social-emotional needs are unmet.
Background Information
African American male students are faced with many disparities in school (Gregory,
1997). The challenges that this marginalized group of students encounter negatively impacts
their educational experience. Rodney, Crafter, Rodney, and Mupier (1999) found that
African American male students, in comparison to students from other races, are disciplined
more frequently and this may result in school suspensions. Canton (2012) indicated that this
group of students is four times more likely than their same-age peers to be suspended or
expelled. Marsh and Cornell (2001) reported that minority students view the school climate
and culture as antagonistic and intimidating when they feel unsupported when presented with
school referrals and disciplinary action.

WHAT HAPPENDED TO MY SON

26

Educational Disparities
The disparities that African American male students face while attending school
result in educational loss and a direct link to the school-to-prison pipeline due to school
disciplinary referrals and suspensions (Costenbader & Markson, 1998). When students miss
instructional time due to school suspensions, a disconnection with the school environment is
established (Noguera, 2003b). Mending the disconnection can be difficult for those involved,
which include the students, parents, and school staff members. Sadly, the reality is that
middle or high school is the highest level of education many African American male students
will obtain (Canton, 2012).
Something is occurring after these boys enter the doors of their respective schools
across America. Fenning and Rose (2007) reported that researchers have closely examined
this issue for over 30 years, yet the problem still exists. Casella (2003) pointed out that some
school staff members perceive African American male students as lacking the required skills
to follow school norms and rules. Subsequently, they create beliefs and stereotypes that
African American male students are threatening and problematic. These marginalized
students find themselves in continuous conflict with their teachers and other adults within the
school building. This conflict results in exclusion from class time and school-related
activities, such as dances and field trips.
Fenning and Rose (2007) described these forms of punishment by teachers as
exclusionary discipline, consequences that are used to remove poor students of color while
dealing with their own views of losing control of their classroom. There are other times when
exclusionary discipline will not suffice, and African American males find themselves
excluded from school as a whole by being issued a school suspension or expulsion.
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Continuous school suspensions create a disconnection from school environments and
relationships with school peers. African American male students find themselves falling
behind academically, unaware of how to recover their lessons and the overall class content
they have missed. Skiba et al. (2002) found that personal judgments and opinions of teachers
can create classroom practices within the school setting that students notice and may respond
to negatively.
Loss of valuable instructional time and lack of, or no, academic support while these
students are serving their school suspensions results in loss of learning. West-Olatunji et al.
(2006) found that this creates yet another problem of overrepresentation of African American
male students in low reading groups and referrals for special education services. Skiba et al.
(2008) stated that Black males are referred at a higher rate than White children for
judgmental or soft categories of disability, such as learning disabilities, mental retardation,
and emotional disturbances. Due to the bias in interpretation of presented behaviors and
selective referrals, African American males are often misclassified resulting in isolation and
stigma from both peers and staff members. This results in many of these students feeling
confused, hurt, embarrassed, isolated, and unsupported at school. Ultimately, acting out in
class may become the easiest way to escape the myriad of emotions they may feel to find
their fastest exit from the school environment.
Once students from this targeted group have succeeded in receiving yet another
school suspension by making a poor decision with potentially little or no intervention
provided by the school, these students may pass unsupervised time in the community during
school hours (Kinsler, 2011). It is during these paramount hours that many African American
male students can be persuaded by others or individually choose to make additional poor
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decisions that result in bringing them to the attention of the Court; hence, commencing what
is now well-known as the school-to-prison pipeline.
Canton (2012) asserted that schools in urban communities are now serving as
premature holding grounds of the penal system based on how school staff members have
chosen to handle disciplinary issues. Additional data indicate that African American male
students specifically are disciplined for subjective reasons based on personal opinions of
school staff members, such as being disrespectful, contradictory to objective reasons, such as
getting out of seats or leaving without permission (Tanner, 2009). Based on the literature,
African American male students continue to be researched by scholars, although the
disparities they encounter continue to exist.
Global Overview
A review of the literature reveals that the disparity of African American male students
is not just limited to the United States. In fact, African American students from England,
France, and Canada all report higher amounts of school suspension in comparison to their
White peers (Shirley & Cornell, 2012). Despite research identifying the struggles of African
American male students being both a national and international issue, unfortunately the
problem continues to perpetuate. Instead of schools serving as academic grounds for success,
they are instead the starting point to the school-to-prison pipeline due to the disciplinary
methods utilized within respective school districts. Many administrators fail to investigate the
effectiveness of school disciplinary measures and if their intended purposes to stop unwanted
behaviors from reoccurring is being met by those measures.
Tobin and Vincent (2011) reported that school suspensions and long-term removal
are extremely harmful to schools and the social achievement of students of color. Currently,
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throughout America, a negative trend is emerging with the untimely deaths of African
American males during their interactions with authority figures, specifically in law
enforcement. Linkages with these deaths and prior school behavior has not been examined in
the media, only justification for why under-aged, unarmed, African American males are
being murdered during daylight hours. Despite countless years of continuous obstacles and
barriers, there are some in the African American community who still believe that education
is the single greatest liberator of second-class citizenry in the United States. They also
contend that central to closing the achievement gap are issues of educational equality and
opportunity (Stansberry, Beard, & Brown, 2008).
Clark (1989) stated that we all have our unique understanding of our own belief
system and heritage, allowing us to be aware of where we came from and, most importantly,
where we are trying to go in life. This understanding serves as a valuable tool in educator’s
responsibilities while empowering students by choosing to be vulnerable or strategic.
Gary and Booker (1992) explained that positive achievements gained by African American
male students are unfortunately unnoticed through media outlets that choose to magnify
incidents of court involvement, incarceration, violence, and substance abuse. Methods such
as relationships with a church, involvement with positive peer groups, premature
establishment of short- and long-term goals, cultural awareness, and youth mentor programs
are just a few examples that can effectively allow African American male students to remain
engaged and motivated to continue to attend and complete school.
Affective Strategies
Behavior intervention plans are an underutilized tool, for both general and special
education students, that can be used to avert disproportionality of African American male
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students. Lo and Cartledge (2006) stated that this intervention tool can be used to decrease a
specific target behavior and can increase positive behavior. Steel (2003) stated that many
African American male students adopt adverse labels portraying these students as
educationally inept, unresponsive, or apathetic. The adoption of such harmful labels and the
pressure associated to efforts to dissipate them, also commonly known as stereotype threat,
could result in some students achieving lower than expected within the academic setting
(Jones, 2000; Pyke & Dang, 2003; Steel, 2003).
A large body of research on high schools shows that many students are bored,
academically unengaged, and deeply alienated in school (Newmann, 1992; Steinberg &
Others, 1996). Hudley and Graham (1995) reported that school mediation methods report that
the presence of African American male teachers, as well as other positive staff members, in
the school setting serving as encouraging examples of African American male adults is
detrimental. These types of examples are characteristically absent in both the local
community and mass media descriptions available to this group of marginalized students
(Irvine, 1990).
When students are categorized on the foundation of their assumed intelligence,
academic capacity, and school conduct, students determine if they are on a sound educational
path and create prospects concerning where they will land on the social chain of command.
Many pathways can lead to achievement and success or at the least financial refuge. Other
trajectories may result in undesirable jobs, low wages, and noncompliance. The educational
progression that supplements the categorizing makes it conceivable for students to consent to
the academic path established for them and to envision their prospective future roles as
outcomes they have earned.
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Livingston and Nahimana (2006) inquired whether the academic disparities
confronted by inner-city Black males connected exclusively to individual categories,
specifically minimal enthusiasm and apathy within the academic setting. These researchers
recommended a convergence of unique and individual categories (e.g., self-concept or
individual objectives), academic philosophy and beliefs, and public matters (e.g., joblessness
and admittance to improved housing situations) shape Black males’ academic insight
(Livingston & Nahimana, 2006). Akoto (1994) reported the following:
When explicitly discussing the Black male student learner practice; ethic focused
teaching illuminates the attainment of personal autonomy and supports critical
thinking concerning the sociopolitical environment of the student. Ethic focused
teaching also pursues to “transform student resistance which is a function of psychoaffective development and a manifestation of oppositional behavior born out of the
repressive sociopolitical and cultural condition of Afrikan people.” (p. 333)
When students are categorized on the premise of their unique educational capability
and conduct, students both study and determine if they are on the correct path to academic
success and cultivate prospects concerning how these students will align in the societal order.
There are pathways in life that may result in achievement and wealth, and there are others
that are absent of financial security. Other paths may result in undesirable jobs, minimal
incomes, and noncompliance. Socialization development that goes along with the
categorizing creates an opportunity which permits students to consent to this learning
trajectory established for students to possess the ability to visualize their lives and futures as
adults as predicaments that they desire. Subsequently, there is remarkably minimal
opposition to the categorizing method due to students developing a belief that their
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performance, evaluations, and conduct have shaped an impending future outcome for them
that they have earned (Noguera, 2003b).
Although there is a great deal of research and articles addressing these noted
concerns, African American male students continue to fall significantly behind their sameage peers. Their futures are becoming blatantly bleak, and the school-to-prison pipeline is
becoming overwhelmingly visible. The presence of probation officers checking in with
African American male students as young as 12 years old, requesting their attendance
records, and peeking at them in their classes is becoming too familiar in the urban school
setting. The penal system is benefitting from the collective failure of numerous African
American male students as their primary customers. Sadly, funeral homes and cemeteries are
doing the same without a single request.
Same-Age Peer Analysis
African American males have been overrepresented for both general and special
education students regarding disciplinary infractions. They have further been identified in
receiving a higher rate of, and more disciplinary, referrals than all of their same-age peers.
Additionally, it has been reported that African American males are verbally reprimanded for
perceived classroom disruptions, but their different race peers are guilty of the same alleged
offense.
Furthermore, it has also been determined, that “African American males are also
more likely than any other group to be subjected to negative forms of treatment in school, the
message is clear as they sit in remedial classes or waiting for punishment outside of the
principal’s office” (Noguera, 2003b, p. 445). These students’ treatment reminds them that
they are not valuable and capable learners, but deviants who should be penalized. Despite
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any race, healthy student-teacher relationships are very important as students attempt to
navigate and strive for success in the academic setting. All students should feel comfortable
and have an established trusting relationship with the teachers who spend several hours per
day with them.
Vast research supports that African American male students encounter more
challenges in school than their same-age peers. Disproportionate placements in special
education services, lower rates of inclusion in gifted and talented classes, and an overall gap
between Black males’ achievement and that of their White male counterparts indicate the
need to critically analyze the schooling context, paying close attention to these unbalanced
placements and success rates (Monroe, 2005).
Student-Teacher Relationships
It is my belief that relationships between African American males and their teachers
need great improvement in order for them to thrive and succeed in school. Teachers function
as a decisive component in the suspension process, and suspensions are often the result of
classroom interactions shaped by bias. Teachers decide how they will work with students
based on their perceptions of students’ academic or social strengths or weaknesses
(Ferguson, 2003). The following has been concluded, that “if students do not believe that
their teachers care about them and are actively concerned about their academic performance,
the likelihood that they will succeed is greatly reduced” (Noguera, 2003b, p. 449).
Kenyatta (2012) further reported that teacher perceptions can both shape and impact
their relationships, possibly unconsciously, due to lack of cultural exposure. Perceptions of
students are determined by factors such as race, student SES, personal judgment, intelligence
quotient (IQ) scores, and ability-based learning groups as well as educational paths that were
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decided when some students attended elementary school. Kenyatta (2012) concluded that
teachers hold tremendous power in shaping the classroom and school culture; thus, they
become agents in the production of student identities. Their ability to call students to higher
levels of productivity could assist in creating an alternative Black male self-rooted in
academic excellence and long-term achievement.
Hilgendorf (2012) reported in her article through a limiting lens; comparing student,
parent, and teacher perspectives of African American boys’ support for school provides
additional Black male input for readers to gain insight on how this group of students perceive
their educational experience. Past research indicated that successful teachers of African
American students, including how they draw on African culture and history, promote the
location of self in a historical and cultural context, helping students create new knowledge
based on life experiences and treat knowledge as reciprocal.
Minority students tend to perceive their teachers as holding lower expectations for
their success and offering limited opportunities to achieve (Grouws & Lembke, 1996; Hart &
Allexaht- Snider, 1996). Minority students who perceive teachers as holding racial
stereotypes or engaging in discrimination tend to underperform in math, reporting lower
math self-concept and task values (Eccles, Wong, & Peck, 2006). It has further been
established that “yet despite the increase in scholarship focused on underlying motivations
for disproportionality, few researchers have set forth works designed to guide teachers’ daily
practice in redressing the matter” (Monroe, 2006, p. 103).
The numerous conversations that I have had with, and about, African American male
students have resonated with me over the years. The problems that this population of students
encounters in the academic setting has become an epidemic problem. These issues need
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immediate attention; they need to be discussed and immediate interventions and partnerships
must be made to make a real difference and impact. As educators, it is our job to proactively
identify, discuss, and be active change agents by building coalitions in areas of need.
African American males often refer to mainstream and social media for positive role
models, resulting in false or potentially unattainable future goals. Numerous adolescent
African American males have reported that their career goal is to become a professional
athlete or a rapper. Many from this group that I have encountered appear extremely unaware
of other possible career options, possibly due to their prompt excusal when opportunities are
presented to listen to school motivational speakers who take time from their busy lives to
encourage and motivate.
Educational motivation opportunities, such as support or mentorship groups, geared
towards African American males are seemingly absent in the urban school setting.
Additionally, the presence of African American male staff members is typically in the
capacity of service workers, such as custodians, maintenance, and kitchen staff members.
There is nothing wrong with these identified career paths, but, as educators, it our job to
motivate students to strive for their highest potential. Commonly, students’ needs and
requirements, and the lack of ability of schools to fulfill such requirements, are a primary
reason for students necessitating the presence of disciplinary action. Students who are not
meeting grade-level academic requirements and those who are not capable of achieving at the
same grade-level intensity equal to their peers with future prospects frequently participate in
disorderly conduct due to disappointment, shame, and humiliation (Hirschi, 1969).
Kirkland (2011) outlined, in one of his studies titled My Brother’s Keeper, a
mentoring program for Black males in Detroit, Michigan from Michigan State University
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(MSU) provided male mentorship services along with two mentoring retreats at MSU where
the mentees explored aspects of college life, such as meeting staff, faculty, and college
students who provided tips for successfully making a transition from high school to college.
The purpose of the study was to first and foremost provide mentorship but also to gather data
focusing on the bragging practices to understand how Black masculinity reconfigured
literacy among the young men in the mentoring group.
Hudley and Graham (1995) completed a study on intercession plans of action when
working with aggressive Black male students. This intervention program assessed and
identified how group relation preparation was administered explicitly for Black male students
(Coie, Rabiner, & Lochman, 1987). This mediation utilizes a multifaceted program of study
designed to minimize inappropriate conduct and enrich student relationships. Four
components are comprised of research grounded on the causes of student rejection. Group
problem modification is a leading factor; additionally, there are units on desired interaction
preparation, group acceptance strategies, and coping skills for frustration and disappointment
(Hudley & Graham, 1995).
Such developed programs that have an emphasis on ethnicity and gender, though
vastly culturally diverse in their distinct methodologies, all participate in a collectively
established philosophy in which they are developed: illuminating the significance of male
presence serving as mentors and role models, the necessity for such a program of study, the
importance of educational principles, and the development of a secure and systematic
learning setting demonstrating appropriate social conduct (Ascher, 1991).
Empowerment through Academics, Culture, and History (EACH) is a mentoring
intervention program developed to assist mediation services for Black and Latino students,
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who are enrolled in the Long Beach Unified School District. This program entails hands-on
educational monitoring and consistent coaching, as well as individual and post-secondary
psychotherapy, community trips, additional group-building possibilities, and family
immersion and support. Each male participant is partnered with an EACH instructor, who
will demonstrate, observe, support, and coach them, reinforced by the organization and staff
members devoted to improving the educational outcome for Black and Latino male students
(Stuht, 2009).
Lee (2005) indicated that inner-city school counselors most seemingly work at
schools with minimal educational achievement and family effectiveness and housed in
deprived settings. Their success is typically contingent by family insecurity, student
transition, school violence, and student truancy. Providing inner city school counseling
services to African American male students requires empathizing with their unique
perceptions of school staff members, who provide counseling services and observed
psychotherapy needs.
Appropriate use of school counseling services was researched in a recent study, and
the major themes were good practices and respect toward school counselors, educational
support required to negotiate learning development, and recommendations for refining school
therapy support for students. A great amount of the participants in this study reported
affirmative recognition of school counseling staff members although minimal interaction and
noticeable inconsistences in the services provided (Owens, Simmons, Bryant, & Henfield,
2010).
West-Olatunji et al. (2006) discussed a 4-year rite of passage program created for
African American males referred by both teachers and parents who displayed maladjusted
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behavior. The program’s components were comprised of ethnic and cultural facets designed
for boys entering adulthood, emphasizing arts, skills, trades, performance, academic
enhancement, reformation, technical skills education, and movement through dance. The
purpose for this program was a study to obtain student thoughts and give voice to their
educational experiences.
Research clearly indicated that support or motivational groups for African American
males report a positive impact on their relationship with school. Subsequently, only through
research is where the most reported involvement takes place while interacting with this
population of students. As educators, we frequently have to ask ourselves if African
American males are excluded from continuous mentorship and support in the academic
setting and, if so, what can we immediately do about it to provide this group of students with
the care and attention that their same-age peers are receiving?
The provided examples do not even begin to scratch the surface of the many attempts
through empirical research that have been attempted to investigate the plight of African
American male students. I am hopeful that my research of gaining earnest perspectives from
the parents of this group of students will provide deep, rich insight into root causes to better
serve this group of disenfranchised youth.
Some may suspect there is a correlation between poor teacher relationships, out-ofschool suspensions, and the lack of consistent motivational support groups being present in
the academic setting across the United States regarding African American male students.
Each identified factor affects the next in a domino fashion. While many teachers
unintentionally harm the young minds of African American males, the reality is it is
continuously occurring. The presence of African American males is reported in record

WHAT HAPPENDED TO MY SON

39

numbers in the prison system, resulting in the need to build more prisons. Research also
indicates that the lack of understanding cultural differences is also a leading factor in poor
student-teacher relationships. Additionally, misinterpretation of cultural cues also represents
a disconnection in African American male student-teacher relationships.
Positive on-going teacher relationships are significantly important while educating
African American male students. Both negative verbal and non-verbal behavior from
teachers appear to permeate within the minds of these young men creating disdain for school
inadvertently destroying the potential for productive academic career paths. Poor teacher
behavior is most likely unintentional; nevertheless, it has damaging effects on African
American male students. Just as a baby must bond with its mother in order to maintain a
sense of security, it is evident that a similar experience must occur with African American
males in school to promote a positive outcome.
Consistent Male Presence in the Home
Gantt and Greif (2009) highlighted how many mothers of African American male
students have identified that they are raising their sons alone or with the assistance of
extended family, stepfathers, friends, neighbors, and many others that classify as their
village. Although other supportive individuals may have stepped forward, it must be
considered if the lack of biological fathers in the home negatively impacts misbehavior
present in school. When African American male students are suspended from school,
oftentimes due to the circumstances of single parenthood, these students may be left home
alone with no supervision. With their only parent at work or school (college) attempting to
make ends meet, this leaves ample time for poor decision-making to occur. Interestingly,
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crimes committed by these students usually occur during school hours, when they should
have been in school resulting in an introduction to the school-to-prison pipeline (STPP).
Sullivan (1989) demonstrated in her study that African American males are
commonly outside of adult supervision with the exception of when they are at school. When
they are outside of school, they are challenged to prove their manhood. One way of this is
through sexual encounters with minimal instruction regarding the use of contraceptives.
Florsheim, Tolan, and Gorman-Smith (1998) found that African American males raised by
single mothers were at greater risk of participating in disruptive, antisocial behavior. They
are also at greater risk of becoming victims of physical abuse and developing achievementrelated problems in school. Barber and Eccles (1992) stated that some problems linked to
single motherhood include psychosocial consequences of being financially disadvantaged.
This identified stressor still does not completely explain the developmental, emotional, and
behavioral differences between students from female-led and two-parent-households. Amato
and Rezac (1994) asserted that these students lack a quality parent-child bond, explaining
some of the problems that may occur during adolescence, such as early drug and alcohol use.
Harper and McLanahan (2004) pointed out how father absence in the home is associated with
other factors, such as teen parenthood, low parental education, racial inequalities, poverty,
and increased illegal activity and incarceration risk. Jessor, Donovan, and Costa (1991) stated
how activities leading to incarceration can leave a permanent mark on adolescent transition
to adulthood. Moreover, Harper and McLanahan (2004) contended that other factors that may
attribute to father absence and incarceration is income, timing of the father’s departure,
number of family disruptions, residential instability, or inadequate adult supervision.
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Sullivan (1989) further expounded that male presence must be redefined as a solution
to the problem at hand. Sullivan (1989) went onto describe the correlation between poverty
and female-led households occurring in higher rates within individuals in minority groups in
the United States creating a dilemma of procreating and rearing families possibly alone.
Gantt and Greif (2009) further described how students who live in poverty are
disadvantaged in many ways in comparison to their peers from economically stable
households. Some of these disadvantages are lack of access to appropriate healthcare needs,
such as prenatal care, transportation, inadequate food supply at home, as well as minimal
household finances to meet the family’s needs and wants. Women, specifically single
women, attempt to support their children on their own. Unfortunately, even with their best
efforts, it is simply just not enough to make ends meet. As a result, everyone suffers,
including the children. Lister (2004) explained that women encounter more factors of poverty
than men, and they experience situations of poverty in longer durations. In fact, the
Children’s Defense Fund (CDF, 2010) reported that a child is born into a situation of poverty
every 32 seconds in America. This overwhelming amount of families and children need
assistance. Kortering, Braziel, and Tompkins (2002) stated that lack of family finances
qualifies students for the free lunch program at school due to minimal family income. Rich
(2015) indicated in the year 2013, 51% of students were eligible for a free school lunch.
Rich (2015) further explained that poverty rates have increased in states, such as Arizona,
California, Hawaii, and Nevada based on their influx of students that qualify for subsidies for
the free lunch program.
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Toxic Stress
The Harvard Center on the Developing Child (2015) reported that toxic stress can be
caused by extreme poverty and that it can minimize brain development that directly impacts
learning skills, behaviors, and physical well-being. The toxic stress that students in poverty
live with may contribute to poor decision-making skills that can result in breaking rules at
school. Lack of executive function may also be a factor in decision-making by students who
live in poverty at school. Gottesman and Schwarz (2011) discussed the difference in the brain
development of children and adults; specifically, due to lack of development, children going
through the stage of adolescence are greater risk takers that may lead to poor decisions made
in school. Poor decision-making and lack of executive function has resulted in these students
being disciplined at school causing further educational disadvantages. These students often
may not perform at their highest potential and find themselves falling further behind their
peers.
School Disabilities
Schonaut and Satz (1983) pointed out a correlation between poverty and early
learning disabilities due to lack of financial resources. Families who live in poverty often
cannot provide their children with early enrichment experiences, such as attending a daycare
with a curriculum taught by teachers with early childhood development endorsements or
preschools due to possible lack of resources, such as finances, transportation, or the time to
submit an application. McLoyd (1998) reported that the lack of early academic achievement
can result in patterns of poor school progress. In many situations, underlying poverty issues
prevent these students from being successful in school. Subsequently, special education

WHAT HAPPENDED TO MY SON

43

referrals requested by either the parents or the school are often used to provide services for
these students.
Current studies have identified a relationship between living in poverty and the
possibility of a disability (Park, Turnbull, & Turnbull, 2002). Additionally, relationships have
been established between poverty and the need for special education services due to lack of
social and emotional well-being and the physical environment of the student. The stigma of
living in poverty, and also being a special education student, may only further poor decisionmaking in school that can result in school disciplinary action. The labels used in special
education can result in further stigmatization causing students in poverty to not effectively
receive the help they need (Farmer, Burns, Phillips, Angold, & Costello, 2003). The situation
of having a child with a disability can contribute to increased family stress. These families
need resources and skills to appropriately manage (Park et al., 2002).
Elias (2014) discussed how Senator Richard Durbin, a democrat from Illinois, held
the first federal hearing addressing the school-to-prison pipeline and methods for eliminating
policies that support introducing both minority and students with disabilities to the penal
system. Reportedly, Senator Durbin informed the Senate Judiciary Committee that zero
tolerance policies present in schools are a contributing factor that is depriving students of
their right to an education. Elias (2014) further explained that 8.6% of students who attend
public schools have been determined as having a disability that impacts their learning. These
same students represent 32% of students involved in the juvenile court system. Race and
ethnicity are determined as playing a factor with a ratio of 1:4 of African American students
with an identified disability being suspended a minimum of one time in comparison to their
White peers with disabilities with a ratio of 1:11. Additionally, Elias (2014) reported that

WHAT HAPPENDED TO MY SON

44

students with emotional impairments are also disproportionately suspended and expelled
from school. The Civil Rights Project (2010) indicated that research and studies support that
school suspensions do not improve student behavior as sought by schools, but subsequently
increase the odds of dropping out of school or developing a relationship with the penal
system.
In Kept Out: Barriers to Meaningful Education in the School-to-Prison Pipeline, the
United States Department of Justice (2012) discussed how low-income and at-risk students
are labeled and inadequately treated at school. It further discussed how disciplinary problems
and low academic performance prevent students from attending and returning to school. The
term keep out is described as:
the policies and practices that keep students who have been suspended or expelled, or
who have attended an alternative school or a juvenile justice facility, from returning
to a traditional school and attaining meaningful education once their term of
exclusion is complete (Georgetown Law Human Rights Institute Fact-Finding
Mission, 2012, p. 16). Student interviews conducted by many professionals are also
included in this report. Students with disabilities and an Individualized Education
Plan (IEP) demonstrate how during their attempt to transition back to school, after
serving time out of school due to school suspension or serving time in a juvenile lockup facility, explain how minimal conversation was discussed about their educational
rights as a student with a disability. (United States Department of Justice, 2012, p. 19)
The U.S. Department of Education Office for Civil Rights (2014) noted that special
education students are twice more likely to obtain a higher amount of school suspensions
than non-disabled students. This report further explained that African American males who
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receive special education services receive school suspensions at a ratio of 1:4. Additionally,
special education students make-up 25% of students who are introduced to the penal system.
The American Civil Liberties Union of Michigan (2009) detailed how students who
attend school in the state of Michigan can become trapped within the school-to-prison
pipeline. This policy brief shared many true stories of students and how their educational
journeys were abruptly ended due to being brought to the attention of the penal system by
their school. Criminalizing students, lack of access, and institutional obstacles are just a few
noted reasons that hinder these students from successfully returning to school in a timely
manner. Specific information was provided regarding general education students who may
possibly have an unidentified disability. When these students break school rules, the school is
responsible for evaluating the student and following Free and Appropriate Education (FAPE)
guidelines as a student with a possible disability.
According to this data, although there are rules and policies that have been put in
place to protect and assist students with disabilities within the educational setting, these
students are experiencing further disparities outside of their disabilities by the discipline
practices that are currently in place at their school. These practices are resulting in absence of
due process, loss of student learning, disconnection from the school environment, and risk of
inadvertent relationships with the penal system while serving school suspensions
commencing what is known as the school-to-prison pipeline. Balingit (2014) pointed out that
many incarcerated youths have disabilities and are in dire need of academic, socio-emotional,
and behavior modification supports. These students also have minimal access to desired
academic supports, which include reading and math enrichment, that many students lack
upon their entry to incarceration. Students who are disconnected from school due to repeated
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school disciplinary encounters are also at greater risk of dropping out of school. This can
further impact lack of work opportunities and lower work earning potential than their peers
who are not disciplined (U.S. Office of Special Education Programs, 2004).
The Civil Rights Movement of 1955-1968, was also very instrumental in the rights of
students with disabilities. The Brown v. Board of Education case was ultimately used to
establish the same protection of integration for disabled individuals as it was for African
Americans that had been deprived of their equal rights towards education. Many other
historical and federal acts and provisions were enacted after the Brown case such as the
Education of the Handicapped Act of 1970, Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973,
the Education for All Handicapped Children Act of 1975, the Infants and Toddlers with
Disabilities Act of 1986, the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) of 1990, the
IDEA Amendments of 1997, the No Child Left Behind Act established in 2002 by former
United States President George Bush, and the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act of
2004 (Katsiyannis, Yell, & Bradley, 2001). All of these are examples of continued advocacy
efforts to define and refine the rights and provisions that should be extended to individuals
with disabilities. Many of these acts have been supported on the federal and legislative level
and have been enacted into laws for the overall protection of those with disabilities.
Section 504 protects any student with a disability that limits a major life activity, and
this applies to both general and special education students. The Michigan Mandatory Special
Education Act (MSEA) of 1971 assures special education services to resident children with
disabilities from birth to age 26. The state of Michigan is a birth mandate state, meaning that
students with disabilities are allowed educational rights at the time of their birth.
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The State School Aid Act mandates that all students attend school a minimum of
1,098 hours to meet instructional purposes. This ensures that schools in Michigan will
receive state aid by following these guidelines. This policy also applies to students with
disabilities. When students are disciplined and removed from the educational setting for
school-related infractions, this can create a questionable situation for students who are
serving both short- and long-term suspensions as well as school expulsions.
Heinrich and Holzer (2011) demarcated that research has proven that there is a
relationship between children and families who live in poverty, and how the family’s lack of
resources and access can lead to educational exclusion, such as school suspensions.
Circumstances surrounding poverty prevents these students and families from advocating for
themselves and remaining in school without proper support.
Due to high-stakes testing, schools often feel pressured and do not provide
educational equity and social justice to all students as they have been charged. Appropriate
policy implementation and school staff members who are advocates for kids are those who
will ensure that all students receive their right to an education. When schools fail to adhere to
policies and procedures related to students, specifically with a disability, the students fall
further academically behind. Many of these students who may have been born into situations
of poverty are now at greater risk of maintaining lives of poverty. Possibilities and
opportunities of progressing educationally and earning higher wages may become
unattainable by some. These circumstances can lead many students into the school-to-prison
pipeline. Once some students are introduced to the penal system, it is a possibility to become
an endless cycle for some that they may not be able to exit. The importance of having school
staff members who are committed to saving children with disabilities and making every
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effort to educate and keep them in school with the necessary supports and intervention
services they may need, such as a functional behavior assessment and a behavior intervention
plan, can go a long way in the life of a student in need.
Early death rates must also be considered with this group of students, considering the
alarming frequency of their encounters within both the community and law enforcement.
Many parents and caretakers of African American male students share the same confusion
regarding why their sons suddenly become disengaged from school. School disengagement is
resulting in a premature relationship with encounters that may result in a path along the
school-to-prison pipeline or, sadly, untimely death. Black and other minority male students
are at greater danger of death by murder. Over 50% of most deaths for Black males between
15 and 19 years of age are presently due to homicide (Bureau of Criminal Statistics, 1990).
Adolescence and Self-Identity
Adolescence is an earmarked time of self-discovery. Some may claim adolescence to
be a difficult, stressful period of their life, full of many ups and downs. Hall (1904) described
this period as tenuous and one of storm and stress. Anderman et al. (1994) confirmed that
adolescence is a period when motivation is a serious matter with lasting effects throughout
life. Animosa, Johnson, and Cheng (2015) identified how the term transition refers to the
transition into adulthood, and that sensation-seeking, risk-preference, and reward sensitivity
usually peak between the ages of 13 and 16. Middle school serves as one of the settings of
this journey through life. Additionally, it is explained that this is further a period when
personal and social deviancy surges with legal authority and behavioral choices. Arnett
(1999) maintained that habits and decisions are made during this period that can change the
trajectory of the rest of one’s life. Physical maturation characteristics, such as rapid or lack of
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body growth, voice deepening, and the presence of increased body hair, occur. Privately,
sexual exploration is prevalent through masturbation, nocturnal orgasms, and attraction to
same-age preferred peers. Typically, specific genders are seeking to identify with the same
sex parent to serve as a role model during this difficult time of self-discovery. This may be
problematic for students being raised by only one parent.
Eccles et al. (1993) found that there is a discrepancy between characteristics of the
classroom setting in traditional middle schools and early adolescent development. Silberman
(1970) described middle school as a wasteland and a cesspool of American education due to
what happens to adolescents after they enter. Eccles et al. (1993) further described how early
adolescence marks the launch of a downward spiral in school-related behaviors and overall
motivation leading to academic failure and dropping out of school, indicating that something
unique is occurring during adolescence that interacts with school mobility. Hawkins and
Mulkey (2005) asserted that many, including researchers, parents, and teachers, agree that if
students are not reached before or during early adolescence, there is greater danger of them
becoming unreachable by conventional means. Additionally, middle school settings are
typically larger and less personal than elementary settings. Middle school teachers are
typically subject-matter specialists in comparison to elementary teachers, who teach in a selfcontained method making it more problematic to acquaint themselves with their students.
Furthermore, middle school teachers have less opportunities to develop meaningful
relationships with students due to them spending less time with them during the day in
comparison to elementary teachers. This can result in difficulty developing feelings of
efficacy. These identifiers may be detrimental to early adolescence due to the developmental
characteristics related with this period of life. McNeely and Falci (2004) expounded that
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teacher support has revealed to delay, reduce, and reverse involvement in violence and less
likeliness to participate in violence, deviance, experience suicidal ideations or attempts,
become pregnant, truant, fight, bully, or vandalize.
Blum and Blum (2009) acknowledged that, although adolescence is a period of
increased independence away from one’s family, the presence of caring relationships within
the family, specifically with a parent, is the best indicator of positive health and educational
outcomes. Many African American male students, like their forefathers, are at an immediate
disadvantage. This group of adolescent males are left to negotiate and model their behavior,
oftentimes without guidance and support from a close male that they can identify and trust.
The lack of this relationship, coupled with the challenge of adolescence, may manifest in the
form of perceived defiance, disrespect, and misunderstanding with those in authority in
school, while negotiating their own masculinity. Perceived misbehavior and lack of
following school rules leads to frequent exclusionary discipline, as well as a trajectory of outof-school suspensions that can negatively impact their experience at school, and their
chances for a successful life.
Mistrust of School and Its Authoritative Figures
School administrators serve as the curriculum director of the school; however, their
realm of duty surpasses more than ensuring that the students are being adequately taught the
curriculum. Along with completing teacher evaluations, maintaining a positive culture and
climate, and preparing students for high stakes testing, school administrators are also
responsible for maintaining a safe learning environment. Parents take the ultimate risk in
trusting school staff members with their children on a daily basis. It is essential that a trusting
relationship is formed upon school entry. Bryk and Schneider (2002) identified that relational
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trust is a primary component of school improvement. School officials, such as administrators
and teachers, serve as stewards and trustees of trust while students and parents are the
trustors. This situation places this group in an extremely vulnerable situation. According to
Tschannen-Moran and Woolfolk Hoy (2002), trusting others is a vital factor of human
learning, because learning is a cooperative process and mistrust makes cooperation nearly
impossible to occur.
It is difficult to ignore how both school and prison settings have striking similarities.
Carceral technology, such as surveillance cameras and metal detectors, are becoming fixtures
in many educational landscapes. According to Monahan (2006), government reports indicate
that video surveillance more than doubled in the United States between the years of 2000 and
2004 from 14% to almost 32%. Additionally, of new schools built in 2002, 75% were
equipped with surveillance systems. The Gun Free Schools Act of 1994 may have been
instrumental in the onset of the zero-tolerance policies; however, this led to the increased
presence of school resource officers (SROs) in schools. This was initiated by a grant from the
U.S. Department of Justice’s Community Oriented Policing Services (COPS). These grants
provided funds for school districts to hire law enforcement within the school setting. The
presence of police in school to ensure school safety has resulted in an increase of school
arrests. According to Skiba et al. (2011), school arrests have now skyrocketed as some
schools rely on SROs to handle disciplinary matters that were previously handled with a
phone call home. Barrett (2011) purported that funding, legislation, and policies that were
intended to make schools safer have resulted in school discipline changing from the hands of
school administrators to the criminal justice system. This frequently occurs by disciplining
students who do not follow school norms.
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African American male students are typically identified as those students who create
disruption to the learning environment. Although after research on school shootings revealed
that this is less of an urban issue and more of a suburban one, where White male students
were identified as the perpetrator, minority youth in urban settings were still identified as the
most problematic students (Noguera, 2008). Urban school settings have also been found to
conduct twice as many drug sweeps as suburban schools according to the U.S. Department of
Education National Center for Education Statistics (2007). Student disciplinary referrals are
issued by teachers, usually describing an undesirable event in writing, without verbal
explanation. School administrators are left to handle these classroom misbehaviors with the
written explanation only of the teacher. This situation can be frustrating for all involved
parties; however, the student is not being afforded their rightful due process to discuss what
has occurred.
School administrators issue school disciplinary measures to avoid sending students
back to class and as a means of supporting what their teachers are alleging. The student in
question is sent home for a designated amount of days, while only being able to plead their
case to the administrator. Feeling unheard by all can result in a restricted method of forming
a positive relationship with the building administrator, which ultimately can quickly lead to
mistrust of those in authority, and those with power at school. Bowditch (2014) stated that
school policies and procedures encourage school administrators to utilize suspensions,
transfers, and involuntary “drops” to rid schools of students who are deemed troublemakers.
While Robbins (1994) claimed that through meaningful collaboration and problem solving,
trusting relationships can yield productive outcomes. Separation from school-related events
and the curriculum leaves this group of students academically ill-prepared, creating academic
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challenges and academic gaps in learning. Despite this occurrence, according to LewisMcCoy (2016), African American male students find themselves being socially promoted,
the school’s decision to advance a failing student to the next grade level, regardless of their
academic failure. This practice asserts that some students are simply better off remaining
with peers then being retained.
Across the United States, academic settings for students commonly discipline the
children who have the highest educational, communal, economic, and expressive
requirements (Johnson, Boyden, & Pittz, 2001). While Black children denote 25% of the
nationwide public-school residents, they consist of 40% of the majority of disciplinary
referrals, and 50% that are initiated by teacher and staff opinions of disproportionate hostility
(Reed, 1988). Academic settings routinely substantiate the use of educational exclusion
through disciplinary action by stating that their methods and procedures are necessary to
sustain a systematic learning environment for all students. The classic justification provided
for this behavior is that by categorizing incorrigible students, then other students will be able
to learn. This is one rationalization that appears to support reasonable justification, because
there is minimal confirmation that such practices truly change or mend the conduct of
students who break school rules (Noguera, 2003a).
In many school districts, an analysis of which students are most expected to be
disciplined and excluded within the educational setting discloses that subgroups, such as
African American and Latino males and less motivated students, typically are greatly
overrepresented (Meier, Stewart, & England, 1989). Further examination of suspension and
expulsion school protocol exposes that a disparate amount of the students who obtain the
greatest amounts of school related disciplinary action are students with academic
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incapacities, students who are wards of the state or other factions of state-related supervision,
as well as those students who lack permanent housing or who participate in the free and
reduced lunch program (Skiba, 2000).
Noguera (2003a) stated the propensity to discipline the poorest students, specifically
students who are African American and Latino, take place without cognizant preparation and
intentional implementation. Noguera (2003a) went on to expound that academic settings
usually discipline students who are remedial by excluding these students’ from classroom
instruction, characteristically if the student who displays poor judgement has fallen behind
his or her peers or has irregular attendance; it is bizarre that the disciplinary action would be
the loss of time at school. Subsequently, schools regularly use the exclusion of students
without the exploration of other methods of disciplinary action. Therefore, the causes that
provide support to misconduct go unknown, disregarded, and not discussed, while the
proclivity to discipline students continues with minimal time given to the continuing
outcomes on students, specifically Black males (Noguera, 2003a).
Noguera (2003a) further shared that, at a comparatively early age, students may have
numerous poor encounters within the academic setting that they quickly commence to
identify that academics and scholarship is not in their favor and will not afford them with
admission to generally appropriate resources. These students are most expected to be
considered disobedient, disturbed, and problematic to interact (Brookover & Erikson, 1969),
and it is probable and likely to adopt these labels and behave in ways that equal the beliefs
that have been established for these students (Johnson, 1995). Due to these students breaking
school rules more regularly than others, it is more expected that they will be disciplined and
exposed to several disciplinary infractions. A great amount of research indicates that
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categorizing and school exclusion practices can construct a negative vision and result in a
sequence of maladjusted conduct that might be problematic to end (Casella, 2001; Wilson,
Gottfredson, & Najaka, 2001). As these students mature, the regulation violations performed
by students who behave poorly may surge in regularity and harshness, causing a stable
increase in the authorizations that are given to students (Noguera, 2003a).
The disparate number of disciplinary referrals given to African American male
students has been acknowledged in countless school districts nationwide, though the
epidemic continues. The school-to-prison pipeline is evidently an unhappy and shared
journey that numerous African American males are navigating and experiencing in
staggering figures. Noguera (2003a) further stated that there are other courses of action that
can be utilized other than the exclusion of Black males from rightfully benefitting from their
educational privileges and rights.
The increasing prison populations that are disparately encompassed of unfortunate
African American and Latino males, those who are penalized and disproportionately forced
from participating in school, have minimal supporters and protectors in the American general
public. Predominantly since the establishment of zero-tolerance school disciplinary action
guidelines in the 1990s (Ayers, Dorhn, & Ayers, 2001), comparatively there are minimal
amounts of teachers who are eager to challenge the point that many teachers
disproportionately make referrals to discipline students who demonstrate the greatest needs
(Noguera, 2003a). Black males are subject to punishment when emulating their White male
peers and experience micro-aggressions at the hands of school personnel who consider their
actions to be the result of cultural and racial differences. Thus, the young men struggle to
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negotiate their identity in the presence of standards and practices that position them further
from rewards and educational success (Kenyatta, 2012).
Unfortunately, students who are regularly disciplined through school suspensions and
expulsions become labeled and suffer heavy scrutiny by both peers and adults. This leaves
these students in an unsupportive predicament, while attempting to receive their education.
Even after a suspension or expulsion has been served and responsibility has been taken,
school administrators continue to face pressure by staff members to continue to eradicate
these students; typically, Black males to assure safety (United States Department of Justice,
2012). Ultimately, the long-term lack of school readiness and preparation for higher order
thinking, skills, and abilities may impede and sabotage their ability to gain educational
success, when it is time for them graduate.
Exclusionary Discipline
Countless African American male students are sharing a commonality; furtive
barriers are preventing these students from successfully completing school. Although this
topic has been researched for more than three decades, the problem still exists (Howard,
2013). African American male students struggle in many capacities that adversely prevent
their best performance at school. Subsequently, when opportunities arise, such as fieldtrips to
visit college campuses or when a guest speaker visits a class to share a positive message with
our youth; many African American males are quickly uninvited due to alleged behavior
infractions. African American and Latino males are consistently in last place academically,
first in the majority of dropout rates, and are over-represented in both the male youth and
adult court of law population (Haycock, 2002).
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Some teachers may be unaware that the term exclusionary discipline describes their
actions when they may ask a student to leave the classroom or other school related activities.
Despite the reason for being removed from the class, whether being asked to stand in the
hallway for several minutes or to go see a school administrator, the excluded child is losing
out on instructional time. According to Muscott, Mann, and LeBrun (2008), an average of
15-45 minutes is collectively lost amongst students, teachers, and administrators, when an
office disciplinary referral (ODR) is written, which negatively impacts educational
opportunity and school engagement. The time spent waiting in the hall, until the teacher has a
free moment to discuss their perceived misbehavior, equates to a great amount of loss in
instructional time.
Hoffman (2014) revealed that policies related to zero tolerance extend the
disenfranchisement of minority students, when they are removed from their learning
environments. These actions further diminish their academic opportunities and impedes their
opportunity to graduate with a high school diploma. According to the Civil Rights Project
(2010), students without a high school degree are less marketable and feel pushed into
illegitimate and punishable labor markets, such as drug dealing. Additionally, when students
are not offered permission slips to school dances or fieldtrips for past behavior that was
already remedied through school disciplinary action, including out-of-school suspension, that
should no longer be held against the student. When students are excluded from school
assemblies based on the notion that they may misbehave due to past experiences, this is also
a form of exclusionary discipline.
African American male students are regularly the subject of these school-related
matters that further disconnects them from their peers, teachers, and desire to attend school as
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a whole. Many of these students may quietly endure this behavior without discussing it with
their parents or other loved ones. The practice of exclusionary discipline is prevalent, and its
effect on this group of students only further severs the relationship that African American
male students have with school. Ladson-Billings (1998/2010) highlighted how indignities
take a toll on people of color. When these indignities are glazed over in the classrooms that
fail to develop students into citizens, it is no surprise that students blow off classroom
discourse. Vaandering (2010) shared how engaging pedagogy ensures how pedagogy and
curriculum do not minimize the dignity and worth of students and learning. This leads to a
transformed classroom that will lead to transformed lives that extend beyond the classroom.
Cultural Differences with Teachers
Bost (2012) argued that due to the significant and traumatizing events that the African
American community as a whole has endured throughout American history, for now several
generations, specific cultural differences have also derived over time. These differences may
be common and the norm within specific communities, yet foreign and unknown by others.
Despite the victory of the 1954 landmark Brown v. Board case, outlawing racially segregated
schools, African American children continue to be ushered into the school-to-prison pipeline.
That commenced with segregated schools, detentions, suspensions, and disproportionate
placement in special education (Klinger et al., 2005; Skiba et al., 2002). Marginalized and
disenfranchised students from low income populations are often coupled with criminalized
and delinquent student behavior. According to Simmons (2009), “minority male students are
euphemistically categorized as students that are without, is enabled by the rhetoric of fear,
threat, and risk” (p. 220). Stansberry Beard and Brown (2008) shared through their research
that some African American males are perceived as aggressive and disrespectful through
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their speech and mannerisms. While some may perceive such mannerisms as stereotypical,
their parent(s) would describe them as assertive and have concerns with correcting the
perceived behavior, because these are characteristics and traits that will be needed later in
their adult lives. Physical body size of these students has also been noted as an area of
concern, and a noted perceived threat, received with anger, fear, and intolerance from their
teachers. No student has the innate ability to control the size of their bodies through their
developmental growth cycle; therefore, they should not be singled out or punished for their
genetic disposition. Other aesthetics, such as clothing preferences, have also served as a
means of social categorizing. Lewis-McCoy (2016) stated how the presence of sagging pants
or hats worn backwards may imply to some an allegiance to a hip-hop version of cool,
assumed to be anti-intellectual.
While colleges and universities attempt to teach teacher candidates about diversity,
the concept is better understood once experienced. Pre-student teaching and student teaching
experiences provide a small glimpse into the expectations of being a teacher. Three months is
not a long time to fully understand the personalities, feelings, emotional baggage, and
learning ability of students. Sleeter (2001) explained how some pre-service teachers gain
insight and take their cues from images and stereotypes portrayed in television and film.
Expounding how these outlets, such as the nightly news and news magazines, promote
unfavorable stereotypical images about students of color, which impacts teachers to adopt
culturally deviant and deficit perspectives about them.
Staples and Troutman (2010) contended that viewing African American males
through the lens of the media presents a misreading of who they are, both as individuals and
students, and that these misreadings transfer over into how these students are treated in
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school, often leading to them being removed from classrooms and into the school-to-prison
pipeline. This limited knowledge base about students entrusted in the care of teachers for
seven plus hours per day, along with their own unique cultural differences, typically with
Caucasian teachers may yield misunderstanding, frustration, and confusion related to the
student behavior of African American male students. Hillard (2002) indicated that students of
color are frequently singled out in the classrooms by teachers who are not culturally
competent and negotiate students’ race and culture through a deficit lens. Teachers from
different racial and cultural backgrounds than their students often take cues from society on
how to treat them. Educational institutions must assist teachers to identify the power they
possess and agency that is vital in dismantling the school-to-prison pipeline.
In numerous inner-city school districts, the voluntary amount of African American
male students who decide to stop attending school is greater than half (Tanner, 1991). This
staggering statistic is resulting in both voluntary and involuntary premature departure from
school and an exorbitantly increased rate of association in illegal activity, resulting in an
estimated half of African American males obtaining punitive and penal records for nontraffic crimes by the time they reach age 18 (Dembo, 1988).
Exploration and data have confirmed that positive teacher relationships are amongst
the highest and most imperative influence in school success for students (Darling-Hammond,
1999; Hattie, 2003). Illuminating on the interactions and experiences amongst African
American male students and their teachers and the degree to which ideas and opinions may
influence student and teacher relationships and facilitate interactions, assignment, and
promotion are essential steps in developing improvement that increases school success and
mobility for African American male students (Kenyatta, 2012).
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Davis (2003) stated that students are evaluated and categorized too early by teachers
in their educational journey and those categories have inferences for future school academic
achievement and accomplishments. Premature and biased assessments, along with the
application of collective exclusionary practices that take place within academic settings,
negatively impact the school experiences of African American males resulting in disinterest
and constructing obstacles to academic achievement (Davis, 2003; Davis & Jordan, 1995;
Noguera, 2003a; Thomas & Stevenson, 2009). Clark (1989) indicated that when clear
expectations are not stated initially, students are then uncertain of their expectations.
Students are resilient and can adjust to most situations if clear guidelines are provided. When
this does not occur, students may interpret this as lack of care and concern from the adults.
Perceptions on behalf of both students and adults play a significant factor regarding Black
males.
Noguera (2003a) explained that students’ ethnic or socioeconomic upbringing
facilitates how a student can be viewed and regarded by teachers and other staff members
within the academic setting. Alvidrez and Weinstein (1999) and Ferguson (2003) determined
that students that come from greater SES were treated in a more positive manner by teachers
than students who come from a lesser SES, although intelligence scores were less expected to
support with assumed teacher expectations of specific students. Williams (1996) described
the following:
Disadvantaged African American children often develop strong leadership abilities
because they have developed a strong sense of autonomy due to living in a large
family and having to fend for themselves at home because of the work demands
placed on their mothers. Quite often, when children arrive at school, [these] strengths
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are unfortunately perceived as aggressive behavior. . . resulting in a disproportionate
number of suspensions, referrals, special education classifications, and dropouts. (p.
2)
Cultural and language differences between teachers and students of color have been
cited for their academic disparity. In keeping with this theory, Greenfield, Raeff, and Quiroz
(1996) stated the following:
Children come to school acting in accordance with the invisible cultures of their
homes and communities. Conflict arises when their behavior differs from the invisible
culture of school. The school may sometimes devalue and even punish, albeit
inadvertently, children for behavior that their parents’ value. (p. 40)
Noguera (2003a) further discussed some of his college students, who have goals of
becoming teachers, and other teachers that he has established relationships; they explained
that they did not choose a teaching and educational career, because they wanted to sort and
categorize students or serve as an obstacle, gain status, or monetary security. In fact, many
teachers have explained that they are driven by the impression that education can positively
change lives by motivating students and sharing positive experiences that will provide them
with insight and skills that make it conceivable to set goals, aspire, and work towards
attaining new opportunities for themselves.
Cartledge et al. (2001) accredited the disparaging amounts of school-related
disciplinary referrals, suspensions, and expulsions to the cultural differences that take place
amongst Black males and other minority students and White teachers. They described
differences in spacial behavior (personal distance), paralinguistic communication (voice tone,
pitch, speech rate), and verbal behavior (facial expressions, eye gazes) amongst ethnic

WHAT HAPPENDED TO MY SON

63

minority students and their teachers, who position themselves as an ethnic misinterpretation.
These cultural misapprehensions contribute to damaging student and teacher relationships
that may result in incongruous disciplinary recommendations or unsuccessful interventions
(Baker, 2004; Gibson, 2002). Other misinterpretations include African American male
students who walk with a stroll or ethnically characteristic movement are more typically to
be observed as remedial and less academically successful and referred for special education
placement by teachers (Neal, McCray, Webb-Johnson, & Bridgest, 2003). The idea that these
students may innocently be attempting to emulate an admired same-race television character
or talented athlete by their teachers is resulting in significant negative consequences and
repercussions.
Hoy, Hoy, and Kurz (2008) admitted that building collaborative and reciprocal
relationships with school faculty, students, and parents is already a challenging feat;
however, when adding the factor of collaborating across cultural and racial bounds, trust then
plays a more essential role. This relationship is further complicated, when considering both
the historical and systematic exclusion of African American male students, who have been
identified and illuminated within the achievement gap.
Kirkland (2011) stated, while sharing his research experience, “The majority of Black
males are highly literate, yet in ways many of their teachers fail to recognize and that
teachers of Black males benefit from understanding nuanced elements of Black
masculinity” (p. 183). Kirkland’s (2011) research also found the following:
Much of the conversation in teacher education surrounding young Black men and
literacy is guided by deficit perspectives. Even the most progressive ideas tend to lean
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toward models that diminish Black males and the sociolinguistic wealth they bring
into classrooms. (p. 184)
Kirkland (2011) went on to state that teachers fail to replicate stories such as the Freedom
Writers and There are no Children Here:
In order to better prepare teachers to educate young Black men, scholarship in teacher
education needs to write new narratives that respect Black males for who they are
and link their experiences with literacy to the rich and vibrant elements of their reallife language experiences. Given the portrait the scholarship paints, it is no wonder
that young Black males in contemporary American society face major challenges to
their development and well-being…many of these challenges emanate from
classrooms where teachers of Black males view them through the deficit lens. (p.
184)
Furlow, McMahon, and Uwah (2008) noted that reassuring Black male student’s
academic goals and desires is a meaningfully optimistic indicator of an enriched educational
trajectory and belief in one’s own ability. This perspective aligns with Milner (2007), who
outlined specific steps on how Black male students can improve their educational trajectory.
Milner (2007) theorized the following:
“Empowered” teaching helps Black males (a) visualize their lives beyond current
circumstances; (b) understand themselves in “relation to others”; (c) “speak
possibility” rather than “destruction”; (d) demonstrate care and concern; and (e)
engage in changed thinking to demonstrate changed behavior. (p. 1)
Empowered students can become independent learners and reach their full intellectual
potential (Suleiman, 1998).
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Teachers play an important role in the school disciplinary process that is frequently
the outcome of class and school interactions formed by personal opinions (Kenyatta, 2012).
Teachers further play a significant role in deciding how they will interact with their students
based on their perceptions of students’ academic or social assets or deficits (Ferguson, 2003).
Past studies have also disclosed that African American males are prone to decreased
prospects by teachers and given decreased access to arduous academic-related resources
(Thomas & Stevenson, 2009; ARC, 2002; Pollard, 1993).
Noguera (2003) stated that African American males are more expected “to be
channeled into marginal roles and to be discouraged from challenging themselves by adults
who are supposed to help them” (p. 446), which leaves them very unaware of their full
capacities to succeed. Teacher presence and their ability for students to believe in themselves
are significant factors of African American males’ academic success. This information
indicates that after students exit from middle school, teachers’ expectations motivate
pronounced academic goals amongst African American males. When teachers decreased
their student outlooks, poor outcomes were to be expected (Kenyatta, 2012).
Characteristically, academic institutions of learning have not put forth their best
efforts with nontraditional families that did not ideally possess the image of the nuclear,
“Standard North American Family” (Smith, 1993, p. 52). Ladson-Billings (1994) reported
the following:
Researchers have indicated that successful teachers of Black male children (a) draw
on African culture and history, (b) promote the location of self in the historical and
cultural context, (c) help students create new knowledge based on life experiences,
and (d) treat knowledge as reciprocal. Those successful teachers also create a
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community of learners much like an extended family, perceive teaching as a part of
their calling, and have high expectations for the success of all students. However, no
researchers have yet developed a measure of teachers “culturally relevant” beliefs. (p.
87)
Students who attend urban schools are typically taught by novice as opposed to
proficient teachers (U.S. Department of Education, 2003). This factor alone of unprepared
teachers who lack experience can immediately lead to resentfulness and poor student-teacher
relationships. Many inexperienced teachers have admitted that they struggle in the area of
classroom management, technology usage, and do not possess a master’s degree in
comparison to their colleagues from more affluent school districts (Foote, 2005). These same
teachers also have a limited understanding of the work efforts put forth on behalf of the
parents of students who attend urban schools, such as assistance with homework (Baker,
Kessler-Sklar, Piotrkowski, & Parker, 1999).
Students who derive from the less fortunate are no less worthy than the students of
the affluent. What is further necessary than a renewal of principles is enlistment of teachers
and staff members who will challenge the trend to discipline students through isolation and
degradation and position themselves as supporters of students and not as punitive and
disciplinary staff members. With the absence of such staff members, the motivation to
discipline students will surely be problematic to change and end (Noguera, 2003a).
A principal from the southern region reported guiding her school with the caution,
“treat children with kindness” (as cited in Noguera, 2003a, p. 350; Shores, 2003). In
discussing the educational setting, the principal shared, “We don’t have a rigid hand. We
show them values. Once you give a child reasons, you get them to follow directions”
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(Noguera, 2003a, p. 350; Shores, 2003). Many students have a weak, and even antagonistic
relationship, with the adults that serve them and report that they have very few teachers who
they believe care about them (Metropolitan Life, 2001). When students believe that their
teachers do not genuinely care about them as individuals, it may decrease students’
motivation to learn.
Lack of diversity training, cultural misunderstanding, and the pressure of both new
and experienced teachers attempting to demonstrate proficient teaching during their
evaluation process, leaves minimal understanding for this group of marginalized students.
Stansberry, Beard, and Brown (2008) explained how parents of African American students
have voiced that they would like for administrators and teachers to convey goodwill and
positive intentions towards their children. Furthermore, they believe that their children will
not make attempts to positively perform if they do not believe that their teacher’s care about
them. This can be manifested through cultural awareness around issues of diversity, not just
what is observed through images and stereotypes through television, and culturally relevant
teaching strategies.
Lewis-McCoy (2016) reported that African American male students and their families
receive directives and disciplinary correction, while their White male counterparts receive
instruction and praise. Higher academic expectations are reportedly placed on White
students, leaving Black students shortchanged. Noguera (2003a) purported that these subtle
differences in academic expectations and practices foster fewer opportunities, specifically for
Black males and those with lower socioeconomic status.
African American males are more inclined to receive disciplinary action when
imitating their White male peers and encounter negative feedback from some school staff
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members, who interpret their behavior to be the outcome of cultural and racial variances.
Consequently, Black males continue to have difficulty attempting to differentiate their
individuality in the presence of protocol and criterion that place them further away from
educational benefits and success (Kenyatta, 2012). Sealey-Ruiz (2011) stated that further
development of teachers’ racial literacy is imperative to alter the perceptions and attitudes
that teachers possess.
Despite the cause, research, or researcher, the outcome is still the same. African
American male students are overrepresented in school referrals, leading a direct path to the
school-to-prison pipeline (STPP). According to Skiba, Arredondo, and Williams (2014), the
term STPP implies one of directionality and suggests that school practices associated with
disciplinary measures may initiate a process that places students at an increased risk for
negative school and life outcomes that include involvement with the courts. Shollenberger
(2015) compounded that a great number of suspended students, who later engaged in
delinquent behaviors, only did so after being initially suspended. I contend that this fact(or),
exclusionary discipline, may significantly contribute to negative outcomes beyond family
and community risk factors. Skiba et al. (2014) purported that out-of-school suspensions and
expulsions serve as central components, particularly for African American students, as a
frequent means of disciplining this group of students. Not only for serious or dangerous
behavior, but rather for day-to-day disruptions, specifically defiance and non-compliance.
The American Academy of Pediatrics (2013) reported suspension and expulsions serve as
developmental risk factors beyond any behavioral or demographic risks students bring with
them to school. Skiba et al. (2014) argued that removing students as a tool to maintain order
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will likely create resistance and increased disorder unless new methods and resources are
utilized.
Defining School Discipline
Pelz (2018) defined school suspension as the temporary removal of a student from his
or her regular educational setting for a violation of school policies or rules. During
suspension, a student is not allowed to attend school or attend school activities for a set
length of time. This length of time can vary from days to weeks, depending on the violation
and school’s policies. The following are definitions describing two types of suspension,
defined by the U.S. Department of Education’s Office of Civil Rights (2014):
In-School Suspension
U.S. Department of Education, Office of Civil Rights (2014) has defined in-school
suspension as the following:
Instances in which a child is temporarily removed from his or her regular
classroom(s) for at least half a day but remains under the direct supervision of school
personnel. Direct supervision means school personnel are physically in the same
location as students under their supervision. (as cited in National Clearinghouse on
Supportive School Discipline, n.d., para. 3)
It is paramount that parents have an in-depth understanding of the varying levels of school
suspensions. This understanding will allow parents to better guide their decisions and next
steps for their son’s return to school.
Out-of-School Suspension
Out-of-school suspension removes the student from school grounds. The U.S.
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Department of Education’s Office of Civil Rights (2014) distinguishes between two types of
out-of-school suspension:
For students without disabilities and students with disabilities served solely under
Section 504: Out-of-school suspension means excluding a student from school for
disciplinary reasons for one school day or longer. This does not include students who
served their suspension in the school. (National Clearinghouse on Supportive School
Discipline, n.d., para. 5)
For students with disabilities (IDEA): Out-of-school suspension is an instance
in which a child is temporarily removed from his/her regular school for disciplinary
purposes to another setting (e.g., home, behavior center). This includes both removals
in which no IEP services are provided because the removal is 10 days or less as well
as removals in which the child continues to receive services according to his/her IEP.
(National Clearinghouse on Supportive School Discipline, n.d., para. 6)
Freeman (2007) described the 14th Amendment due process clause, which states “nor
shall any State deprive any person of life, liberty, or property, without due process of law.”
Goss v. Lopez argued that the right to attend school is a property interest protected by the
14th Amendment; exclusion from school violates the due process clause without “some kind
of notice of the charges and an opportunity to refute them” and suspensions over 10 days
may require more formal procedures (Freeman, 2007, p. 641).
Summary
Chapter 2 highlighted and explained in-depth research and rationale for disparities
that African American male students have experienced in school. This group of
disenfranchised students have always experienced inequities, when it comes to school
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discipline and out-of-school suspensions. This body of research provides an intimate
perspective from a group of parents, and their unique experiences, related to school discipline
and out-of-school suspensions.
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Chapter 3: Methodology
“If you want the cooperation of humans around you, you must make them feel they are
important-and you do that by being genuine and humble.”—Nelson Mandela, President of
South Africa, apartheid revolutionary, political leader
Research Tradition and Methodology
In order to conduct an in-depth examination of the disparities of African American
male students in school-related to school discipline and out-of-school suspensions, an
explanatory, exploratory, qualitative research design approach was used to explore, examine,
and investigate this study. Qualitative research is based on the underlying assumption that is
imperative to explore and understand some individuals’ lived experiences that are shaped by
social interactions within an environment. An individual’s perceptions and perceived
meanings are dependent on socio-cultural and socio-political relationships as well as the
environment in which these interactions take place (Glesne, 2006: Hatch, 2002). Creswell
and Miller (1997) explained the following regarding interpretive (qualitative) approaches:
These researchers place a substantial emphasis on how participants in a study make
sense or meaning of a situation. This knowledge resides “inside” the individual as
opposed to “out there” beyond the individual. People attain this knowledge by sensing
their world and giving meaning to these senses through socially constructed
interactions and discussions. The qualitative researcher visits the “field” gathering
information from interviews with individuals who can tell their stories. The researcher
studies these individuals in their natural setting for prolonged periods in order to gain
a sense of the context or setting for participant’s remarks. The investigator does not
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gain knowledge by espousing a rigid theory but forms it inductively from views and
experiences of participants in the research. (p. 37)
The researcher, in turn, writes a study that reflects personal views of the phenomenon being
studied. Because the researcher has been in the “field” gathering data firsthand, the account is
up close and personal and uses the first-person pronoun “I” or the collective pronoun “we”
(Creswell & Miller, 1997, p. 37). Not only is the researcher not absent from the narrative but
he or she is also mentioned as having personal views and interpretations. Hence, qualitative
research is called “interpretive” research that reports participants’ views (Creswell & Miller,
1997, p. 38).
The following information will clarify specific methodological approaches considered
to conduct this study. Qualitative semi-structured interviews and qualitative document
reviewing, for which I received human subjects’ approval through the Eastern Michigan
University’s (EMU) institutional review board (IRB; see Appendix A). This study was not
testing a research hypothesis due to qualitative research allowing for data to drive its
findings. Multiple research questions in this study will allow for behavior and interactions to
be explored through firsthand interviews with the parents of African American male students,
who are currently experiencing disparities at school related to school discipline and out-ofschool suspensions (see Appendix B).
Research Question
To examine parent perspectives of African American males and their experiences
with out-of-school suspensions, the following research question guided this study:
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How do parents and caregivers of African American males describe their
experience with school discipline in middle school, specifically out-of-school
suspension?
Purpose

The purpose and aim of this study was to explore the perspectives of the parents and
caretakers of African American male students related to their individual school experiences
and school discipline, specifically out-of-school suspensions. It is imperative to capture the
voice of these parents to consider probable rationale and reasons for their school experiences
differing significantly from their same-age peers. In order to promote academic achievement
for this group of students, educators must do a better job listening. To date, there have been a
plethora of studies that highlighted the problems that African American male students have
in school; however, there are not enough studies that examine the cause for these problems.
Parents are often the first teachers for their children, and it would behoove us all to not
overlook this important group of individuals to share their perspectives on the problem at
hand. This research will bring light to their voices and experiences and may dispel false
perceptions. Kirk and Miller (1989) concluded that qualitative research is a specific tradition
in social science that primarily depends on watching people in their own territory and
interacting with them in their own language, on their own terms.
Research Design and Methods
A qualitative, case study research design was used to address the appropriate research
question in this study. Creswell and Miller (1997) identified five types of research questions.
This study utilized four of the five, which include (a) chronological/story-oriented questions
about the life experiences of an individual and how they unfold over time; (b) in-depth,
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descriptive questions, which provide an in-depth understanding about how different cases
provide insight into an issue or a unique case; (c) process questions, which inquires how
experiences over time or changes that have stages and phases; and (d) essence questions,
which inquire about what is at the essence that all persons experience about a phenomenon.
Piantanida and Garman (2009) argued that qualitative research requires “probing beneath the
shorthand to understand the nature of knowledge claims one is putting forward” (p. 45).
These research question styles gained a better understanding from the parents and
caretakers of African American male students who have encountered school discipline,
specifically out-of-school suspensions. A phenomenological study was completed to better
understand the lived experiences of the parents of African American male students and how
those experiences impact their lives, and the lives of their sons. Through extensive
ethnographic interviews, I illustrated this dynamic intersection of both the home and school
environment. Parent participants were asked to provide insight into their personal
understanding and interpretations of their sons’ school experiences (Schram, 2003).
Ager (1986) claimed that ethnography is the social research style that emphasizes
encountering foreign worlds, attempting to make sense of them. Ethnographers aim to show
how social action in one world makes sense from the point-of-view of another. This work
necessitates an intensive personal involvement, an abandonment of traditional scientific
control, an improvisational style to meet situations not of the researcher’s making, and an
ability to learn from a long series of mistakes.
Parents are typically experts on their children, and they are often overlooked in the
process of school discipline and attempts to problem solve undesired school behavior.
Concentrated research focusing on perspectives from parents would be valuable to the field
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of education to help educators better understand the mindset of their students. Qualitative
studies can often explain daily family life in deprived African American communities. It can
further present accounts of how parents and adolescents feel about their lives and their
environments, as well as how they cope, and their daily strategies for dealing with it
(Richardson, 2009). Having a better understanding of this group of students may significantly
decrease the many disparities of African American male students from a state of peril to one
of a promising future. Providing a safe space to share in supportive confines, free of hostility
and perceived judgement, allowed parents to share their truth and experience without the fear
of retaliation or poor treatment towards their sons.
Miles and Huberman (1994) further explained how qualitative data allows researchers
to preserve a chronological flow and to precisely see which events led to which consequences
and derive fruitful explanations. Words specifically organized into incidents or stories have a
concrete, vivid, meaningful flavor that often proves more convincing. Most analysis is done
with words. The words can be assembled, subclustered, broken into semiotic segments. They
can also be organized to permit the researcher to contrast, compare, analyze, and bestow
patterns upon them. Qualitative research also requires probing beneath the shorthand to
understand the nature of knowledge claims one is putting forward (Piantanida & Garman,
2009).
Phenomenology
Phenomenological studies investigate the meaning of the lived experience of a small
group of people from the standpoint of a concept or phenomenon. Phenomenological
researchers focus on what an experience means for persons who have had the experience and
are able to provide a comprehensive description of it. The underlying assumption is that
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dialogue and reflection can reveal the essential, invariant structure or central underlying
meaning of an aspect or shared experience (Schram, 2003).
Phenomenology is a deeper understanding, an empathy or indwelling with the subject
of one’s inquiries (Miles & Huberman, 1994). A conceptual framework explains either
graphically or in narrative form, the main things to be studied, and the key factors, constructs
or variables and the presumed relationships among them. Creswell, Hanson, Plano Clark, and
Morales (2007) deciphered the process of selecting a research design:
by contrasting, and implementing five qualitative designs: narrative research, case
studies, grounded theory, phenomenology, and participatory action research (PAR).
In the field of counseling, the two most widely used qualitative designs appear to be
case study and grounded theory, followed distantly by phenomenology. For the
purpose of this researcher’s studies, phenomenology was used. Counselor researchers
have used these three designs to make important contributions to the field and to
advance our knowledge and understanding in many relevant areas. For example,
researchers have used these designs, in particular, to improve our understanding of
the counseling process, of various issues related to diversity and multiculturalism, of
counselor training and supervision, of individual identity development, and of the
grieving process, to name a few. (p. 237)
Creswell et al. (2007) further ascribed that phenomenologists describe what all
participants have in common as they experience a phenomenon (e.g., grief, anger). In this
way, phenomenologists work much more from the participants’ specific statements and
experiences rather than abstracting from their statements to construct a model from the
researcher’s interpretations as in grounded theory. The basic purpose of phenomenology is to
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reduce the experiences of persons with a phenomenon to a description of the universal
essence (a “grasp of the very nature of the thing;” van Manen, 1990, p. 177). I used a multiple
case study approach to illustrate the issue of the disparities of African American male
students and their out-of-school suspensions. Yin (2003) suggested that multiple case design
uses the logic of replication, where the procedures are replicated for each case.
Setting for the Study
This research was conducted with parents residing in one city in Midwestern
Michigan in a community previously known for its automobile and aircraft factories and
local university. Currently, the community is comprised of one school district, which
includes five elementary, three middle, and three high school options, including an
alternative school. The community also offers six tuition-free charter schools. According to
the United States Census (2014), the community has an estimated population of 21,076. Data
indicated that the composition confirms some diversity. An estimated 62.9% are White,
27.2% are Black or African American, 0.1% are American Indian and Alaska Native, 2.5%
are Asian, 0.1% are Hawaiian and other Pacific Island, 5.2% identify as two or more races,
4.2% are Hispanic or Latino, and 60.2% are White alone, not Hispanic or Latino. The
educational level of the residents is 91.4% of high school graduates or higher for persons age
25 and higher between the years of 2012 and 2016, and 42.1% reflects the percentage of
those who graduated with a bachelor’s degree or higher for persons between the years of 25
and higher between the years of 2012 and 2016. The income and poverty level reflect a
median household income, between the years of 2012 and 2016, of $33,055 and 31.3% live
in poverty. Housing reflects 30% owner-occupied housing unit rates between the years of
2012 and 2016, with a $130,000 median value of owner-occupied housing units, $1,374
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median selected monthly owner costs with a mortgage, $548 median selected monthly owner
costs without a mortgage, and $772 median gross rent.
Study Participants
Hawkins and Mulkey (2005) found that athletic participation serves as an important
path of mobility otherwise unavailable to students of color. Fashola (2003) posited that sports
are an appropriate vehicle to utilize in youth development programs within minority male
populations. Johnson and Migliaccio (2009) highlighted that little is more interesting than
sports to minority boys in urban contexts.
I obtained parent participants by scheduling an appointment with the president of
multiple community activity groups. These groups serve a location where predominantly
African Americans both reside and attend school. The community activity groups are also
comprised largely of middle school African American male students. The nature of the study
was discussed and explained to the president. Smith, Harrison, and Brown (2015) pointed out
that African American males are surrounded within a narrative of crisis and without fathers,
and the default interventions are characteristically associated with African American men as
mentor and role models. After this initial meeting occurred, I communicated directly with the
parents by attending a parent meeting. During this meeting, the nature and aim of the
research was explained in-depth emphasizing the correlation between out-of-school
suspensions and the school-to-prison pipeline (STPP). Parents that were present were asked
if they would like to participate in the study. For those interested, a demographic survey
instrument was provided asking closed-end questions converted into statements regarding
their son’s school experience (Appendix C). Responses from the survey instrument served as
additional data for the research. After reviewing demographic survey responses and provided
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comments, purposeful sampling was used to select participants, which is a strategy to select
information-rich cases for an in-depth study (Patton, 2001). Participants were selected based
on their disparities in school, such as frequency of out-of-school suspensions, phone calls
home, and duration of problems in school. A minimum one-hour individual interview was
scheduled with the selected parents at a local library or public agreed upon space. Through
verbal dialogue, parent feedback was recorded with their prior written informed consent (see
Appendix D), with a tape-recording device that was password protected. Open-ended
questions were asked to gain understanding and insight from each participant. Polkinghorne
(1989) suggested that researchers interview five to 25 individuals to develop the possibilities
of experiences. After the completion of the interviews, causes were analyzed to develop
emerging themes that may occur that will be discussed further within the body of research.
For the purpose of the study, six parents were selected to share their stories through rich
discussion describing the phenomena, specifically parents of African American males that
had no history of school discipline issues prior to attending middle school, and what has
occurred upon their return to school.
Despite their own racial identifier, parent, guardians, or grandparent participants who
identified their son’s as African American or Black was required. The target group of the
study was students currently in middle school; however, parents who wanted to participate
who had both younger and older sons were also considered. Other participants were also
considered who were recommended through word-of-mouth.
After the initial group meetings, I met individually with potential participants to
discuss the study, determine participants’ interests in the research, whether they understand
the expectations of the study, and whether they would provide appropriate, necessary data for
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a more in-depth understanding of the identified problem resulting in the research. The
researcher provided a letter explaining the study, purpose for the research, procedures that
were used, rights of the participants, how confidentiality was maintained, and the benefits of
sharing their feedback to the academy (see Appendix E). The letter also explained that their
participation in the study was voluntary and can end whenever they choose.
One of my primary objectives of the study was to obtain direct feedback from parents
to provide and identify their perceived home, social, school, environmental, and emotional
state of their son’s life related to school and out-of-school suspensions. All participants were
asked to submit a completed parental consent form and participant consent form for their
participation in the study. Copies of the consent forms were distributed by me.
Participants for the study were solicited through three community activity groups.
The first group yielded no participants. The second group yielded four completed surveys,
two volunteers, and one participant. The second volunteer withdrew due to their work
schedule and other obligations. The third group yielded 15 completed surveys and six
volunteers. Word-of-mouth yielded three additional volunteers. All participants were chosen
based on their survey responses, specifically, if their son had not experienced problems in
school related to school discipline prior to middle school and the frequency of how often the
school contacts the parents due to discipline. The researcher contacted 20 parents, and six
were selected to participate in the study.
Data Collection
One to two interviews were conducted with all parent and caretaker participants to
gain further insight into each student’s educational path and experiences related to school
discipline and out-of-school suspensions. Conducting multiple interviews is beneficial to
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assure clarity and understanding of the information that participants have shared. According
to Seidman (2013), interviewers conduct multiple interviews, study and analyze them, and
frame new questions as a result of what they have found and then conduct further interviews.
All parents who were and were not interviewed were asked to complete a survey instrument
to obtain data and feedback related to specific school experiences that may or may not result
in school discipline and out-of-school suspensions.
Interview research questions were designed to focus on specific situations. Openended questions allowed parent participants to provide more narrative and share their
experiences and stories. Berg (2001) explained how case study approaches involve
systematically gathering enough information about a particular individual, social setting,
event, or group to allow the researcher to effectively understand how it operates.
Specifically, instrumental case study provides understanding into an issue or to redraw a
generalization. The intent was for me to obtain a better understanding of an external
theoretical question or problem, for the purpose of this study, is to better understand causes
for school discipline and out-of-school suspensions of African American male students
(Stake, 2000).
Research test questions were also posed to multiple individuals prior to the face-toface interviews to determine understanding and possible reactions and responses from
participants. Each interview was audio-recorded and transcribed in its entirety after the
interview. Research questions were refined, as necessary, to avoid guiding or leading
participants into specific responses.
A letter from the researcher was provided at the initial parent meeting. The letter
provided the instructions about the purpose, process, and means by which data will be
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collected and used and that parents could withdraw from the process at any time. Rationale
would be inquired if this had occurred. Completion of the survey instrument was voluntary,
through a paper and pencil option. I reviewed survey results.
Upon completion of the interviews with parents, the six recordings were transcribed
by both me and a transcriptionist. Transcripts from each interview were used to develop a
thematic analysis of relevant topics. Once thematic analysis was completed, I determined the
need for additional interviews. This occurred by telephone at a mutually agreed upon time.
Triangulation refers to the use of multiple methods or data sources in qualitative
research to develop a comprehensive understanding of phenomena (Patton, 1999).
Triangulation also has been regarded as a qualitative research strategy to test validity through
the convergence of information from different sources. Denzin and Lincoln (2000) and
Patton (1999) identified four types of triangulation: (a) method triangulation, (b) investigator
triangulation, (c) theory triangulation, and (d) data source triangulation.
For the purpose of this study, I used method triangulation, which involved the use of
multiple methods of data collection about the same phenomenon (Polit & Beck, 2012). This
type of triangulation, frequently used in qualitative studies, included interviews, observation,
and field notes. In-depth individual (IDI) interviews served as an example of data source
triangulation in qualitative inquiry.
Most qualitative researchers studying human phenomena collect data through
interviews with individuals or groups; their selection of the type of interview depends on the
purpose of the study and the resources available. Fontana and Frey (2000) described the IDI
interview as one of the most powerful tools for gaining an understanding of human beings
and exploring topics in depth. IDI interviews, ranging from the structured and controlled to
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the unstructured and fluid, can elicit rich information about personal experiences and
perspectives (Russell, Gregory, Ploeg, DiCenso, & Guyatt, 2005). IDI interviews allow for
spontaneity, flexibility, and responsiveness to individuals; however, conducting the
interviews, transcribing the discourse, and analyzing the text often require considerable time
and effort. Fern (1982) found that those who participated in IDI interviews produced more
ideas than did those who participated in either moderated or unmoderated focus groups.
Usually, researchers determine data collection methods based on the best fit with their
research questions.
While conducting semi-structured interviews, it was important to me to ensure that
the information I received from the respondents was both conveyed and recorded with the
same intentions. This occurred through the process of member checking. Carlson (2010)
described member checking as an opportunity for participants to approve specific aspects of
the interpretation of the data they provided. It is further a method of determining if the data
analysis is congruent with the participants’ experience (Curtin & Fossey, 2007). Through
human nature and dynamics while individuals are conversing, human error and
miscommunication can naturally occur. As a researcher, I built trust and credibility through
the member checking process. Carlson (2010) contended that more responsibility is placed
on qualitative researchers to demonstrate that their research process is worthy. While all
individuals are different and unique, it is important to acknowledge early on that each
respondent is different and unique. As a researcher, I remained mindful and empathetic to the
parents in my study, who willingly shared sensitive and private information about their
children, and how they felt during the initial interview and the member checking process.
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Doyle (2007) explained how choices will assist in increasing participants comfort and
confidence level throughout the process. Ultimately, the researcher should make the final
decision; however, a discussion about the member checking process would be greatly
beneficial to avoid any shame, embarrassment, or resignation from the study. Respect,
honesty, and transparency of the study yielded both cooperation and corroboration. Carlson
(2010) explained the following regarding corroboration and how it relates to and defines
thick and rich description:
Corroboration is not possible without in-depth understanding of commonalities that
may exist among situations. This is one of the main functions of thick and rich
description, to provide understanding of relevance to other settings. Researchers also
provide very detailed descriptions of settings, participants, data collection, and
analysis procedures as a way of making their accounts more credible, to show that
they were diligent in their attempts to conduct respectable research (Anfara, Brown,
& Mangione, 2002). An additional purpose of thick, rich description identified by
Creswell and Miller (2000) is to draw the reader more closely into the story or
narrative to increase coherence and to evoke feelings for and a sense of connection
with the participants in the study. (p. 125)
Creswell and Miller (2000) contended that audit trails, reflexivity, thick and rich description,
triangulation, and member checking are the most frequently used procedures to increase
trustworthiness during qualitative inquiries.
Seeking feedback from the parents of this group of students was pertinent to attempt
to make sense of their unique school experiences and to gain better understanding of how to
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meet their needs. Additionally, it is paramount to attempt to change the educational trajectory
and re-write the school narrative of African American male students.
Data Analysis
Data in this study was collected from research participants through the means of indepth interviews and feedback from the demographic survey instrument. Field notes and
recordings were transcribed through dictation. Data from the interviews was reviewed,
interpreted, and examined for patterns. These patterns were categorized by both their
similarities and differences. Meanings and conclusions were drawn to elicit an analysis of the
overall feedback.
A proposal was submitted to the EMU Human Subjects Review Committee for
approval. Parent participants were identified by pseudonyms. Pseudonyms were created for
student and school names to ensure anonymity. All data was securely housed on a passwordprotected universal serial bus (USB) drive that was kept in a locked drawer as well as on a
password-protected cloud drive.
Hatch (2002) discussed multiple methods for collecting and analyzing data. He
described this process as revising typology in order to categorize themes. After data has been
collected and transcribed, the researcher will identify predominant themes and patterns.
Through thematic analysis, categorizing relationships, themes, and patterns is essential to the
success of qualitative research. It is paramount for the researcher to become acquainted with
the data of the study in order to identify the themes. Creswell et al. (2007) concurred, stating
the following:
Researchers must first turn to a phenomenon, an “abiding concern” (p. 31), which
seriously interests them (e.g., reading, running, driving, mothering). In the process,
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they reflect on essential themes—what establishes the nature of this lived experience
write a description of the phenomenon, preserving a strong relation to the topic of
inquiry and balancing the parts of the writing to the whole. Phenomenology is not
only a description but also an interpretive process in which the researcher makes an
interpretation (i.e., the researcher “mediates” between different meanings; van
Manen, 1990, p. 26) of the meaning of the lived experiences. (p. 26)
According to Miles and Huberman (1994), researchers should focus on the process of pattern
coding, the progression of noting patterns that make sense with the framework of the study,
due to patterns naturally emerging through review of the transcripts.
Limitations of the Study
Limitations of the study stem from the research sample originating from the
community activity groups. The sample size limited feedback from the parents of all middle
school students who resided in the community, as well as those who may not be present or
chose not to participate. This study also had limited feedback from parents whose sons that
do not participate in the community activity group. I was aware that there are several African
American male students who simply choose not to participate in any proposed community
activity group or any other groups. Additionally, there are several students who participate in
activity groups through their respective schools, therefore access to them did not necessarily
occur. It was expected that the individual participants that were interviewed would be honest
and provide truthful responses; however, it is a possibility that some respondents chose to not
be fully truthful.
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Delimitations of the Study
Delimitations of the study were that the sample size and specified group limited the
perspective of other individuals who interact with African American male students, such as
teachers, social workers, counselors, administrators, coaches, and the students themselves. It
is important that the parents felt safe of judgment or retaliation towards their sons; therefore,
conducting the study free of their respective schools was essential. Utilizing the community
activity groups was a possible indicator of parents who were seeking positive alternatives for
their sons to feel successful somewhere. Many schools have rules and criteria attached to
participating in school related activities, furthering exclusion from school. A minimal fee was
requested by parents for their sons to participate in the proposed community activity group,
which was a possible indicator of their commitment to provide a positive alternative.
Validity and Reliability
Kirk and Miller (1989) surmised that much of the validity of qualitative research has
been gained at the expense of reliability in the “discovery” in the data collection phase of
research (p. 21). Additionally, they expounded when examining the two components and
explain the following:
That reliability is the extent to which a measurement procedure yields the same
answer; however, and whenever it is carried out; validity is the extent to which it
gives the correct answer. These concepts apply equally well to qualitative
observations. (p. 19)
While further considering specific types of validity, Garson (2002) found that:
external validity has to do with possible bias in the process of generalizing
conclusions from a sample to a population, to other populations to other settings, or to
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other time periods. Raising the question of “to what population does the researcher
wish to generalize his or her conclusions, and is there something unique about the
study sample’s subjects, the place where they lived or worked, the setting in which
they were involved, or the times of the study, that would prevent valid
generalization?” (p. 196)
Kirk and Miller (1989) further explained that, in the case of qualitative observations, the
issue of validity is not a matter of methodological hair-splitting about the 5th decimal point,
but a question of whether the researcher sees what he or she thinks he or she sees.
Comparison of findings is a basic process of scientific, as well as everyday life. Knowing
what conclusions to draw when findings differ across studies is dependent on evaluations of
the validity and reliability of observations. Therefore, I established validity and reliability
based upon plausible conclusions drawn from the interviews and the overall study.
Glesne (1992) asserted that three primary methods should be considered when
conducting qualitative research: participant observation, interviews, and document collection.
Multiple data sources are needed to ensure internal and external validity and allow for the
validation of the theoretical framework (Glesne, 1992; Miles & Huberman, 1994; Yin, 2003).
Researcher Bias
As a researcher, I remained aware of my positionality and bias as it pertains to the
study. I felt more than comfortable moving forward and maintaining fairness and neutrality
as the study unfolded. As a school social worker, I have been exposed to the disparities of
African American males through administrators, teachers, parents, students, and personal
observations over time. I am more than aware that a social dilemma is present that is
impeding this group of students from successfully moving along academically as their same-
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age peers. Conducting research with their parents through semi-structured interviews allowed
this group of advocates to maintain a platform individually giving voice to their concerns.
All other involved parties are an integral part of the school structure requiring daily
interaction and attendance, but this is not true of the parents.
Additionally, although I identify as an African American woman, I have no sons or
personal agenda in researching this topic; I simply recognize the disparity and would like to
explore the causes. While I have compassion and have advocated for many students of
various races, this does not change my position that African American male students require
a greater need of support to advance them forward.
Reflexivity involves reflecting on the possible impact of personal experiences, biases,
and preconceived notions on social interactions within the study (Peshkin, 1988). Throughout
the study, I tracked my thoughts, feelings, concerns, and any biases that occurred in my
research journal. Carlson (2010) pointed out how maintaining observation, field, and
interview notes, along with journals, records, calendars, drafts, audio, video, and photographs
are all examples of audit trails that qualitative researchers use.
Reflexivity further involves methods of questioning our attitudes, thoughts, reactions,
and customary actions to attempt to understand our roles in relation to others (Bolton 2010;
Holloway & Biley, 2011). Shaw (2010) surmised that reflexivity is a process by which
researchers are able to evaluate and develop clear awareness of themselves. Carlson (2010)
imputed how reflexivity relates to researcher bias in the following statement:
Researcher bias is not necessarily viewed as problematic in qualitative research as
long as researchers "bring [their] preconceived beliefs into the dialogue" (Harry,
Sturges, & Klingner, 2005, p. 7) by explicitly disclosing their biases, assumptions,
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and aspects of their backgrounds that could influence the interpretations they make.
This indicates reflexivity, that is, the recognition by researchers that they have "a
significant influence on the development of the research and the engagement of the
participants" (Curtin & Fossey, 2007, pp. 92-93) and that they have a duty to be
transparent about that influence. One way to engage in reflexivity is for researchers to
keep a journal that is specifically, for recording thoughts, feelings, uncertainties,
values, beliefs, and assumptions that surface throughout the research process. (p. 2)
Being a new researcher within the field of doctoral level work, I am aware that I am a novice.
Although I was unaware of what lay ahead, I was excited about the journey. Kleinsasser
(2000) pointed out that one way that novice researchers can develop reflexivity is simply by
practicing it.
Summary
Now that I have completed the interviews with the respondents, it is clear to me that
the parents and caretakers of African American male students have an invaluable perspective
that needs to be shared with all school stakeholders due to an overwhelming number of
individuals who requested to participate in my study and due to them feeling unheard and
invisible for many years after dealing with continuous problems with their son’s school.
After each interview was fully completed, I surprised each participant with a $25 Visa gift
card for their time and participation in the study.
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Chapter 4: Presentation of Data
“Education is the key to unlock the golden door of freedom.”—George Washington Carver,
American scientist and inventor
Many African American males have stories of minimal engagement in school,
typically after leaving the elementary setting. These boys are often accused of frequent
classroom disruption, referred for special education services, receive numerous disciplinary
referrals and out-of-school suspensions, and are excluded from school or class extracurricular
activities, field trips, and most importantly instructional time. These types of exclusionary
practices result in many African American males feeling isolated, unsupported, and
academically unengaged in school. Many researchers have found that school disengagement
can lead to an unintended relationship with the penal system. As previously stated, more than
30 years of research of has been completed regarding this topic, yet the problem continues.
In Chapters 1 and 2, I provided extensive background information and a review of the
literature related to the disparities that African American male students have faced in school,
specifically middle school, and how those disparities typically result in out-of-school
suspensions. Furthermore, the frameworks of critical race theory and the ecological theory
were discussed in depth, and the importance of exploring how these frameworks are
associated with gaining the perspectives of the parents and caretakers of African American
male students. In Chapter 3, I reviewed the specific steps taken in order to gain the desired
research and perspectives of the parents and caretakers of African American male students.
Chapter 4 introduces the six parent and caretaker participants as well as how they
describe their personal perspective of their son’s school experience. In this chapter, I also
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highlight the thematic analysis that was organically derived through the rich stories and
perspectives of the parent participants.
Anna
Anna is an African American single mother of one child. Her son, Kevan, is in the
sixth grade and he is 12 years old. Anna explained that Kevan attended preschool, likes
attending school, and has never repeated a grade. He has never had an Individualized
Education Program (IEP) or 504 Plan. Kevan has been disciplined in school prior to
attending middle school but has not received any out-of-school suspensions. Anna is always
contacted by the school usually on a bi-weekly basis, resulting in her wanting to participate
in the study.
Anna describes her son, Kevan, as a student who both loves and enjoys attending
school. Due to him being an only child, he loves being around other children. His favorite
subjects are math and science, and he enjoys reading to other students. Anna believes that
Kevan would like to be either a professional football or basketball player. She has observed
that he enjoys designing, building, and doing arts and crafts. Anna can perceive him being a
future engineer. She recalled him being on the student council, when he was in the third
grade. He is currently on the school basketball team, and he is planning to join the crosscountry team. He is also in the school band.
Anna was asked how does Kevan get along with his current teacher? She responded
that he does not: “I don’t believe she grasps the skills of teaching to connect with all students,
they have challenges.” Anna further explained how she feels about her son not connecting
with his teacher. She responded:
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I never want a first-year teacher teaching my son again, unless he/she is mature. Last
year, my son had a new teacher, but there weren’t any problems. I feel that she was
mature, and she was older, she was also a mother. So, she had lived life with kids, and
she knew what she was doing, whereas his current teacher has no kids, she is not
married, and has no experience.
Anna was asked if Kevan has been suspended this school year. She responded, “No,
he has not been suspended, but he has received numerous referrals, usually for excessive
talking.” Anna explained that her son gets punished for not raising his hand in class and
blurting out responses. She reflected on her sitting in class with him one day, and his teacher
asked a question and called on five to six other students. Her son, Kevan, raised his hand, but
the teacher never would call on him, so he blurted out the response, possibly due to
frustration, and he just shouted out the answer for not being called. Anna further explained
that one month, she counted that her son received 14 referrals:
Most of them were for talking and disrespect, he was frustrated because he didn’t
understand the classwork. When his teacher came over to him, she asked him what
are you not understanding? He snapped at her and was like “I don’t know” so he was
sent to the principal’s office and received three days of detention.
Anna was asked to explain what school detention entails. She explained that “he loses
his lunch time or playing outside for those days, so like any extra-curricular activities.”
Anna further explained that she has received 30-35 phone calls from the school this year
alone. Not all of them have escalated into detentions. She said, “It’s constantly something.”
Anna then recalled that her son has been receiving referrals since kindergarten. She shared an
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incident that she had forgotten about when her son missed three days of school in
kindergarten due to an incident with a peer:
My son was suspended in kindergarten because he could not communicate with them.
One of the little boys was bothering him, and he had gotten into trouble for hitting
him a week prior. I had hammered in his head, “you cannot touch anybody.” So, I
think he realized, I can’t touch anybody, but I can get you with my words, So, he told
the little boy he was going to shoot him. He was five-years-old and was suspended for
three days from school.
Anna explained that she was very upset about the incident because she did not think that her
son understood what he had done wrong:
He was five years old; you know when your growing up, little boys want to be police
officers or fire fighters. I also understand the way of the world today, where there are
school shootings. It’s just unfortunate that my son had to miss three days of school.
While at home, Anna explained that she printed worksheets from the computer for her son to
complete.
Anna then explained the following:
My son is not perfect, he definitely knows right from wrong, but when it comes to
these silly rules, and the nitpicking, my son becomes frustrated because now you’re
just being a bully towards my kid. He’s already being bullied by other students, now
he’s being bullied by his teacher. At first, I thought that they saw potential in him and
were just pushing him to do better, but now just leave him alone. They’re just being
silly and picking on him for any little thing he does.
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Anna then shared an incident when her son got into trouble for not standing on a line
correctly:
They were outside during recess lining up to go inside. My son was not standing
directly on the line, because he said other students were cramping him. My son said
that he was in the line, but that the dean of students told him to go to the end of the
line. So, my son inhaled and exhaled very loudly and went to the end of the line. The
dean then started to talk to him about standing on the line, and my son inhaled again
and was then told to go stand against the wall. He does it, but his body language is
saying “what do you want me to do man?” So now, he’s on the wall and he’s in
trouble. He’s probably thinking, now I’m in trouble because I wasn’t on the line the
way you wanted me on the line, then I get moved to the end of the line. I didn’t do
that the way you wanted me to, so now I got to lean on this wall. So now he has an
attitude and gets sent to the principal’s office. He’s like “are you serious? So now,
your gonna call my momma.” The word they kept using is disrespectful, when they
called me. So, I get a phone call about a boy not standing on the line right, so the
frustration keeps going and going.
Ingrid
Ingrid is an African American single parent of four children. Her son, Lee, recently
turned 19 years old. She recalled that he has last attended school in the 10th grade. He
attended preschool and had an IEP in the second grade. Lee was also diagnosed with
attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) around this same time. Lee never repeated a
grade and did not like school. Lee was never disciplined prior to attending middle school.
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The school contacted Ingrid sometimes with concerns, resulting in her wanting to participate
in the study.
Ingrid described her son as a good kid and student, but then in the fifth grade, he
began getting bullied in school and things changed: “It was one kid always bothering him,
but he never told me.” Bullying is generally defined as recurring aggressive behavior in
which there is a disproportion of power between the parties. Conventionally, bullying has
included overt physical behaviors (e.g., hitting, shoving) and verbal abuse (e.g., taunting,
name-calling), as well as more elusive or subsidiary actions such as social exclusion and
rumor-spreading (Kowalski & Limber, 2007). Ingrid said “that was the beginning of Lee
joining gangs.” Ingrid explained that she noticed that her son always had writings on his
knuckles: “I don’t remember what it said, but it was letters and symbols. He finally just told
me that he was in a gang, because he got tired of keeping it quiet and trying to handle it on
his own.” Ingrid believes that her son, Lee, voluntarily joined the gang due to on-going
bullying and due to problems with her relationship with Lee’s father: “I told him to leave it
alone because it is not the place for you, but he felt that it was a better place for him.”
Elevated risk of exposure to violent types of trauma, such as vulnerability to gangs and gang
violence in schools and the community, may be inevitable for inner-city youth, particularly
boys (Howell, 2011).
Ingrid shared a personal, embarrassing incident that occurred at her son’s school, and
another student recorded it and posted it on social media. Ingrid believes that this incident
changed her son’s behavior in school, and his feelings towards his mother: “Stuff between us
was never the same anymore. We were in a lot of counseling, and my son was on medication,
but we never got along after that.” Electronic bullying entails bullying through e-mail, instant
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messaging, in a chat room, on a website, or transmitted through digital messages or images
sent to a cellular phone (Kowalski & Limber, 2007).
Ingrid further asserted that Lee’s eighth grade year was a bit better. He started to keep
himself in line more:
I’m pretty sure the gang activity was still there, but he didn’t do so much with that.
He still was playing soccer, he tried track, but it didn’t work. I think he was still doing
swimming at the time, but his friend choices were not that great.
Ingrid recalled that Lee did end up making the honor roll one time during eighth
grade, but he was suspended that year as well. “I think he got like one day where he had to go
home. He got into a fight with the teacher for something about not wanting to do his work or
something.” According to the most recent data from the U.S. Department of Education’s
Office of Civil Rights (2014), more than three million students obtain one or more in-school
suspension and just over three million students receive one or more out-of-school suspension
each year.
Ingrid stated that Lee was still in counseling at this point, but that things were
“difficult because he really didn’t like his therapist.” He never wanted to go, and he never
wanted to take his medication for his ADHD. Although Lee’s eighth grade year was
challenging, he was able to attend his eighth-grade trip to Chicago, and his promotion
was good.
Research proposed that school-wide positive behavior interventions and supports
(SWPBIS) is an operative framework for minimizing problematic behavior, and,
subsequently, most of the empirical evidence is constructed on case studies and
correlational analyses (Horner, Sugai, & Anderson, 2010).
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Ingrid, unfortunately, recalled that she found out that Lee started smoking marijuana
(weed) that year: “He got caught by me, and things just started to get worse.” Lee began his
freshman year of high school, and Ingrid recalled him getting high all of the time: “He was
hanging out in the streets; I think during that time he was doing a lot of gang activity.”
Ingrid described his first semester: “He stayed consistent and got like A’s, B’s, & C’s, and
then I found out when he was in juvenile detention, he was doing a lot of gang activity.”
Ingrid believes that by the second semester through the end of the school year that Lee might
have gone to school once or twice a week, and if he went in, it was only for one or two hours
and then he left school.
Ingrid further believes that weed smoking, gang activity, and the embarrassing
incident that occurred in the sixth grade were all factors: “He never let go of it, he held onto
that very tightly, because not only did they record it, they put it on social media.” The
possible threat of concealment provided by the Internet is compounded by the fact that
people cannot observe the target’s emotional reactions. Thus, responses such as crying,
which might lead people to realize that their comments have been carried too far or
misconstrued, are no longer visible (Kowalski & Limber, 2007).
Ingrid further expressed how her son, Lee, felt:
He was angry, like-angry beyond belief angry. He continued to attend most of his
classes sporadically but failed most of his classes. They passed him onto 10th grade,
but he had many, many classes he needed to re-take. He just failed most of the 10th
grade, it was really just more the same of his ninth-grade year. A lot of skipping, just
not going to class. Not wanting to do anything, really. The teachers were bending
over backwards to try to help him. He was just so high all the time. He was taking
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other drugs at that time as well. I found out when he was in juvenile detention that he
was taking other drugs during that time, and the gang activity was still in place. So,
he just didn’t really go to school much.
When Ingrid was asked how her son paid for drugs, she responded, “Ummm, he was
selling them, I found out later, when he was in the juvenile system.” Ingrid believes that Lee
may have started selling drugs, when he was in the seventh or eighth grade. When she was
asked why, she explained, “I think a friend, a friend I really didn’t like.” Ingrid believes this
friend was also involved in gangs and had known her son, Lee, since pre-school. Ingrid stated
that she never cared for this child’s behavior, even when her son was younger. Ingrid also
recounted that her son was previously bullied at one point by this same student.
Ingrid continued that her son, Lee, being sent to juvenile detention was ultimately a
blessing in disguise, because, due to him being mandated to participate in counseling and
through hospitalization, Lee revealed to the social worker what he had never disclosed to
either of his parents. He had been previously molested by a family member when he was
younger.
Erica
Erica is an African American single mother of three children. Her son Otis is in the
sixth grade and is 11 years old. Otis attended preschool and has never repeated a grade. He
has had both a 504 and an IEP. Otis is described as liking the social aspect of school and has
been disciplined prior to middle school. Erica usually receives phone calls from the school
resulting in her wanting to participate in the study.
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Otis is described as an active, independent, smart, competitive, loving child. Erica
admitted that Otis challenges her in a way differently than her other children due to his strong
disposition. Erica further stated:
You know what my biggest challenge with Otis is at school? I think they try to dull
and change his personality, like they try to change who he is as a person, and I think
that a lot of the qualities that he has are great and are gonna serve him well as an
adult. But as he gets older, some of those qualities, like he's also highly impulsive, he
does things without thinking. So, once he does think about stuff the impulsivity is
there, it’s apparent. You know as a Black male in today’s society that can be very
dangerous.
Erica further explained that when Otis was younger, she noticed that he was
impulsive:
I really didn’t think too much of it, I just thought that boys are being active boys.
That was my initial thought. My ex-husband wanted to have him tested, so I said
yeah, we can do that. So, we had him tested, and you know the testing for ADHD is
really subjective, it’s really super subjective to other people's opinion. So, what the
doctors do is look at everyone's opinion and say does that match? And then when I
look at you, when I see you in my office, do I see similar behaviors and that’s how
your diagnosed. So, he's diagnosed on a collection of opinions.
A team of researchers revealed the following view:
Studies frequently use teacher ratings in a repeated measures design in order to draw
conclusions about the effect of the interventions being tested. Recent guidelines for
the evaluation and treatment of youth with attention-deﬁcit/hyperactivity disorder
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(ADHD) by the American Academy of Pediatrics (2000) and the American Academy
of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry (1997) recommend collecting ratings from
teachers to guide diagnostic decisions. Teacher ratings are valued since teachers see
the children in a structured setting and have a sample of normal-functioning children
to which they can compare the child being assessed. The American Academy of
Pediatrics noted that teacher ADHD-speciﬁc questionnaires have demonstrated strong
sensitivity and speciﬁcity such that they can accurately differentiate between children
with and without the disorder. In addition to their diagnostic utility, teacher ratings
are also widely used to measure the outcomes associated with treatment. This is
especially true for school-based treatment effect of the interventions. (Evans, Allen,
Moore, & Strauss, 2005; Reid, Eddy, Fetrow, & Stoolmiller, 1999, p. 695)
Erica continued to express her fears related to her son’s impulsivity:
His behavior is sporadic, he's impulsive. The impulsivity is the part that makes me
really nervous in aspects of his behavior, like not staying focused, and not staying on
task. Some of that is due in part to poor classroom instructional practices, and the
other part is due to his own challenges. I would say that some of the things transpiring
in the classroom don’t support him in being successful.
Erica discussed that Otis was diagnosed in the second grade, but she tried alternatives
to using medication in the fourth grade:
I tried everything but medication, I tried doing things with his diet. I tried doing
things working with him at home, different studies like talking to him about
impulsivity, you know doing different exercises with him. I tried talking to him, I
tried goal setting with him. I even tried having him talk to my best friend. He happens
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to suffer from ADHD. He's also a Black male, so I had him talk to him, you know so
he could get a grown man's perspective that’s successful and has a family and has a
successful career so he can see it’s not a downside. It’s just learning how to manage
and understand yourself enough to know when do I see myself losing my focus, what
can I do to refocus myself and get myself back on track. You know trying to learn
some strategies to help himself. Asking him things that took my friend well into
adulthood to figure out. So I’m asking him to do it early because we know what his
challenges are now, but also trying to educate people around him at the same time
that it’s a disability, and also keeping myself educated when he exhibits the behaviors
like constantly repeating yourself or constantly redirecting, you know he exhibits
those same behaviors at home.
Erica shared a conversation that she had with Otis’ teacher about her son:
So last year his teacher kept saying “I’m frustrated, I’m frustrated, I’m frustrated,”
and I’m like okay, sounds like that’s your problem. Your frustration is a personal
problem, that you need to learn how to manage. Kids come with disabilities, they
come with all sorts of challenges and I see those challenges manifest in other students
that are not of color and is handled differently.
Erica admitted that she received many phone calls from the school regarding her
son’s behavior. She admitted that Otis had many challenges the year prior, so she decided to
go to the school and observe her son in class. Multiple factors, such as the limited time
between classes and the increasing amount of students per class, are making it challenging
for all teachers to create close and supportive relationships with their students (Ryan, Shim,
& Makara, 2013). This is lamentable, as close relationships with teachers are pertinent in
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helping students feel good about their performance and themselves. Teachers denote
powerful relationships in the lives of children and have an extensive impact on children’s
identities. While building relationships with students is already challenging, the complex
dynamics of racial stereotyping and oppression can powerfully affect the ability of Black
children to align with teachers and may impact their school and social functioning (Irvine,
1990). Amos and Reiss (2012) attributed these difficulties to the need for prolonged
multicultural training in teacher training programs.
Since school has started this year, Erica admitted that Otis has already been
suspended for one day for putting his hands on another student. Erica believes her son was
bored and does not condone his behavior. Aggressive males participate in higher levels of
physical aggression than females (Archer, 2004; Card & Hodges, 2008; Dodge, Coie, &
Lynam, 2006). She explained that her son was asked to participate in a restorative practices
meeting:
So, they sent him home, and he was suspended for a day, and decided to do
restorative justice and have several talks with him about being disruptive to the class
and to others, and he was admitted back into the school. They were able to go back to
class, but he didn’t talk about it. He didn’t say, “hey mom this is what happened.”
He's doing what he has to do to go back to class. I feel like he just did whatever they
told him to do to go back to class. He didn’t internalize it. He did not really reflect on
his actions. I just feel like it was just more compliance. He acted out of being
compliant, rather than being reflective or thoughtful. So, I would say with that, with it
being compliant behavior, he didn't. I think he just did what he had to do and went
back to class and that was that.
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The following applies when students are suspended:
students facing suspension should have a statutory right to elect to participate in a
mediation session in lieu of a suspension hearing. Finally, in the event a suspension
results from a hearing or mediation session, a student should have the option to enter
into a Workback Program to keep the student engaged in school activity and work
while on out‐of‐school suspension and limit the number of days the student is out of
school prior to reentry. (Freeman, 2007, p. 638)
Erica also shared her thoughts related to her son using medication for his ADHD
diagnosis:
So, originally, he was on Adderall. I pulled him off of the Adderall, because he was
having headaches. So, let me explain how he takes the medicine. He only takes it
during school year, Monday through Friday, when school is in session. He doesn’t
take it during the summer. He doesn’t take it on the weekend. So, basically, he just
takes medicine when he's at school. So, he takes like a slow release capsule, so it
should be out of his system by the end of the day. With the Adderall, you can see
changes in his behavior. He seems to have better success with focusing while he was
in school, but he comes home with the worst headache, and he dropped about 15
pounds this year and for a 10-year-old that was a lot of weight for him to lose. So, I
didn’t like the headaches and the weight loss, he had headaches constantly throughout
the day. So, I took him off the medicine. So, this year it’s really early in the year, we
started the year with medicine, but the doctor said we want to increase the dosage, so
they changed it to Ritalin hoping the Ritalin would stop the headaches.
Erica shared her feelings related to her son’s peer group:

WHAT HAPPENDED TO MY SON

106

I’m thankful there’s a lot of African American boys that live around here. He hangs
out with predominantly African American males that are his age. He has a lot of
friends from football, basketball, and the neighborhood, he has a lot of friends. He
really socializes, he has social groups, he has a little girl that he likes. He does have a
good social life. He does not have challenges with forming relationships. So many of
his friends came to his birthday party, and his friends from his school. The social part
keeps him interested in school and that’s disheartening to me, because I’m an
educator, I want you to love learning. I think learning for him is challenging, which
has made me wish I was in a position where I could do more.
Erica discussed how she has now prepared her son to deal with conflict in school,
should it arise:
I have always told him if someone tries to hurt him, then he should talk to an adult. I
think that all parents tell their kids that, but if he does something in self-defense, I’m
not gonna be mad at him, if he's doing something to protect himself. I don’t condone
bullying, I don’t condone him doing stuff just to be mean or trying to inflict pain on
other people for no reason, that’s not tolerated, so we talk about what took place
trying to understand why he did it. I try to help him understand why he did what he
did sometimes, he just does it and thinks about it later. So, I try to have conversations
with him and to help him be more reflective. I then try to have him be more proactive
and think through unintended consequences. We talk a lot about that, so that’s pretty
much what we do. I found that spanking him is not real effective, he gets afraid, he's
afraid of that, and dealing with abuse, I don’t think that it helps to discipline with that
form of fear because of the previous trauma. So, I try not to use that as my means of
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disciplining him. Yeah, I just don’t find it to be effective. I think it’s just hurtful. So, I
don’t do that, I don’t really spank him. Every once and while, I do take things. I take
phones, I take access to tv, computers, and stuff like that. I’ve even made them sit out
of practice.
Erica, then highlighted her son’s interests outside of school:
He's expressed an interest in gaming and computer programming, and I thought about
putting him in a coding class and stuff like that. When he was younger, he would say
he wanted to be a police officer, or you know the normal stuff that little kids
do...firefighter, doctor, lawyer. He would hear people talk about careers. He even
wanted to be a superhero. He used to love Spiderman and Superman. They still love
that, my kids are really into the action heroes.
Ursula and Harold
Ursula and Harold are the African American parents of Thomas. Thomas completed
the tenth grade and is 17 years old. He attended preschool and has never had a 504 Plan or
IEP. Thomas repeated the ninth grade due to him leaving his school before the semester
ended. Thomas disliked school and was never disciplined prior to attending middle school
but was suspended between eight and 10 times during middle school. Ursula and Harold
report always being contacted by the school regarding Thomas’ behavior, resulting in them
agreeing to participate in the study.
Ursula described their son Thomas as a bright, sensitive child, who is also a fast
learner: “I don’t think he likes to take any stuff from anyone. He also likes to be treated
fairly. If he doesn’t think he’s being treated fairly, he’s gonna speak up about it.” Harold
agreed with his wife but added that their son is also very out-spoken: “He tends to speak his
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mind, and I think that it has him at odds at times with administrators.” Ursula explained that
their son Thomas attended four schools in middle school, having problems during each year
of school afterwards.
Ursula and Harold reflected on how their son’s journey during school was so
difficult, that he decided to stop attending and earned his General Education Diploma (GED)
shortly afterwards. Suspension is related to lesser academic achievement, grade retention,
and higher drop-out rates in middle and high schools (Christle, Jolivette, & Nelson, 2005).
Harold added:
It’s unfortunate we’re not paying to have quality teachers. I don’t see enough African
American teachers in the system itself. Now whether they’re catering to that or not, I
don’t know. If our teachers want to come forward and go into these programs, I don’t
know what that is but, I am really concerned if we don’t get a handle on this. We need
to start making some legislation in our local government in terms of doing something
to address this issue. I’m sure it’s an issue they tend to not want to talk about or
address as Black parents. If Black parents don’t get it together and make this a
conversation…I’m glad that you’re doing some type of research and hope, there’s
other parents out there willing to sit down and give their intake on what happened and
what transpired and what we can do to address this issue. There is an issue with our
Black boys around this country because they are purposely not teaching them
anything.
In fact, differences in compliance or behavior cannot account for disproportionality in
discipline. Being categorized as Black or African American foretells an increased risk of
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suspension and expulsions across countless kinds of incidents (Skiba, Trachol, Chung, Baker,
& Hughes, 2012).
Harold further defined what he felt was his role as the parent, while working with the
school:
I was concerned about the system he was in, but I wasn’t concerned about him being
successful. My job was to make sure he was comfortable; my job was to be the go
between to him and the establishment, that was trying to make him feel less than what
he was. My focus was to not allow the system to make this kid feel like he can’t make
it, and you know what we did, we promoted that. Everybody just don’t have that
support; a single mother? It’s tough on her to go in and do the things she has to do,
but for me, it’s my child first, I will not abandon him. I will take that flag, and I don’t
have any problem. I will go in there and say what’s on my mind. I am not gonna sit
here and let you tell me some bullshit about this kid, and these ridiculous rules that
you got. So, they didn’t really want to talk to me, so they pushed me off to the side
every time they got.
Harold admitted that when the school contacted him, he would ask to speak with
Thomas on the phone:
What happened? They didn’t like that because he was telling his side of the story. I
knew he would want to vent that way. I’m very, very protective of my kids. I do not
leave my kids in bad situations. It’s just tough, but I do understand the plight of what
parents have to go through, what mothers have to go through, but the school system
still sucks for me.
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Students and parents have the following rights related to school suspensions:
When we think of school suspension hearings, we assume that students are not
suspended unless they have violated some school policy, on school premises, during
school hours. We further assume that, prior to suspension, a student and his or her
parents or guardian are given basic notice of what the student did wrong and that the
student will be given an opportunity to explain his or her side of the story. (Freeman,
2007, p. 638)
Ursula described what she noticed between her son’s elementary and middle school
experience:
The difference from elementary and middle school is because the kids were younger
and it was not as much pressure, but once they started going to middle school, they
became more mature coming into their own, and became more of a man. I think to me
they become more threatening to the opposite race, or something. They are not as
kind or helpful to the Black kids when they get older, in my opinion. So, you know
they would still be preferential to some extent preferential to the White kids because
they can relate to them. When it comes to the Black kids, they wanna always say that
our kids are more aggressive, or our kids are rude, or our kids are not obedient, so you
know, once they get to middle school, they give them less leeway in my opinion. It’s
almost as if the kids are in prison, they can’t do much, like I can’t play with you or
touch you...oh, it’s a fight, I’m hitting this person or they lollygagging around...they
are not supposed to be doing that because that’s inappropriate. So, things that other
races can get away with, our Black kids cannot. They can't get away with it.
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Disciplinary disproportionality dates back to the era of school desegregation, when it
was determined that Black students were two to three times as likely to be suspended as
White students, even in elementary school (Children’s Defense Fund, 1974). The abundance
of Black students in exclusionary discipline continues across the United States (e.g.,
Bradshaw, Mitchell, & Leaf, 200; Skiba et al., 2011; Skiba et al., 2014; The Civil Rights
Project, 2010).
Harold pointed out:
Yeah, just kids being kids. They tend to find the smartest kids and diminish them,
embarrass them, and these are bright kids. Some of these are really bright kids who
their self-esteem has just been taken away from them, about how to feel about
themselves, because their made to feel inferior and I don’t think that’s an accident. I
think they are purposefully doing that. The smarter the kids, the more we address
them in a negative way. I’m not seeing grades that are so terrible, or kids that are so
terrible, so it seems like what Ursula said that he's out there playing; that’s a fight, if
he touches him, that’s a fight.
Ursula expressed her feeling when Thomas returned from an out-of-school
suspension:
They want to suspend them, so they won’t learn. Even when Thomas came back, they
were on him to find another excuse to kick him out. You would think they would
wanna keep him in school, but they would suspend them again and again. You would
think, this kid was just out ten days, let him stay, but they suspend him again for
another 10 days or increase the days to 15 days to 20 days. So how do you expect
these kids to learn? How do you expect these kids to mature and grow? How do they
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expect them to have social skills when they keep putting these kids down for small
things?
The decision to suspend or expel a student from class or school must not be taken
lightly. By definition, exclusionary discipline removes the child from the classroom and
instruction, and it therefore likely affects children’s learning (Gregory, Skiba, & Noguera,
2010). Longitudinal research has suggested that children who are suspended or expelled are
ultimately more likely to be retained and ultimately drop out of school (Fabelo et al., 2011).
Harold shared how his son was going to be suspended into the following school year:
“If we didn’t get him out, they were willing to actually suspend him, and have that
suspension go into the next year.” Ursula further shared, “They wanted to expel him, so that
he could not go into any other school for two years.” Harold discussed his solution to
Thomas being threatened with school expulsion:
If we had not come up with the idea of just letting him withdraw from the school.
They were gonna suspend him for a significant amount time for the remainder of the
year. This was the last of the year and he was gonna pass, but the following year he
would not have been able to come to school until a month or so into the school year.
This is how objective this had become…Your gonna call the superintendent? Your
gonna write them? Yes, I will and your bringing an advocate, you have an advocate?
So, they started calling my wife. They didn’t want to deal with me at all. When they
dealt with me, the police were out in front, security guards were in front. Everybody
was right there…well did I do something, but simply address issues about my son?
They made it seem like...they sent me a letter saying that you can’t return to this
school property, because we have information that you were threatening
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somebody...who? That was deep to me. That’s real deep. I imagine there are other
parents you will hear other stories that are wilder than that, hopefully from the
mothers who have to spend their time pushing these kids. My wife and I, I like to say
we’re a team.
According to Freeman (2007), advocates are present on both the university and
middle and high school levels. Volunteers serving as legal advocates are typically members
of (a) child advocacy groups, (b) pro bono departments in law firms, (c) legal
assistance/public defender organizations, (d) members of local bar associations, and (e)
clinical law students that participate in providing assistance to low‐income individuals.
Harold further shared his feelings after having the police called on him:
I remember telling them, you’re not gonna make my son a failure. If you think I’m
about to sit here to the side and you put him through this game, you wanna play. My
wife will tell you, get his GED and he got it done in a month. So, now he’s in a trade
school, doing his own thing and I encourage him. You have to have that initiative to
go forward.
Ursula responded to her husband’s experience: “I can’t imagine how many kids just dropped
out of school.”
Harold described his perception of Thomas and his friends:
He didn’t go around robbing nobody, none of those kids did. These are just typical
kids. I wish they would stop stereotyping our children, trying to make
them…hell....and some of them need to remember what they were doing, but the
times were different. For kids and everybody, you get these cycles of life and what is
going on in their life to open up to, he's just a normal kid, he plays videogames…I
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didn’t see anything; I would have stepped on his toes if I had. I didn’t see nothing to
think they were trying to rob somebody. Playing ball, or little girlfriends, I’m sure
they had. They were typical. The difference in these kids now a days, it’s unfortunate,
they stay in the basement. I wish they would go out, but that’s what they are doing.
You know we hung out, we played ball.
Ursula asserted her perspective on Thomas’ extracurricular activities at school and kids in the
neighborhood. “He hung around friends he played basketball with and the kids in the
neighborhood that’s about it. If you act up, you can’t play or be in the game.”
Harold pointed out how extracurricular sports can be used against students: “He
played ball, we got him on the basketball team, we came up with that idea to help him out to
relieve the stress, and they started using that as a tool.” According to Shull, Dowda, Sauders,
McIver, and Pate (2019), multiple explanations for drop out from sports have been
recognized, including lack of enjoyment, time constraints, and lack of opportunities for
participation. The observed trends found in the literature suggest that children who
participate in sport programs during middle school and maintain participation through high
school would be expected to sustain increased levels of physical activity than children who
do not participate.
Harold discerned his feelings when parents get involved at school:
My problem was it was common for these teachers who didn’t like him or didn’t like
me. They always want to say that these kids don’t have parents but when the parents
are there, they tend to just…and if you challenge them, that kids gonna have a hard
time, because they don’t think we should come up and question them no matter what
they do. They think they can do whatever they want to, and it starts with the principal.
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It doesn’t matter if it’s a Black principal, I’ve learned, it’s even tougher for them,
because they know what they gotta do, to keep this job. The White parents know it....
they are in tune.... we don’t talk enough. In terms of the district, who to call, who to
complain to. These White parents know if you’re a Black principal and you are not
doing this...they call…they write a letter. They have a neighborhood group. We don’t
have those types of groups; we don’t have an exit for what your child is going
through. “Well let me talk to this parent to see if they are having the same problem.”
We don’t have that connection. If we don’t get that connection to say we are powerful
in groups, then you are in one and twos, then this will go on. I don’t know where this
will go, but my hope is it will go to a point like families, like they have...when your
child goes to a certain school, get out and talk to the parents, see what’s going on,
reach out to see what’s going on, because it may be going on with the same teacher,
may have a similar problem with some of these kids. We really need to reach out and
get that knowledge and to find out, oh she did this, oh she did the same thing, maybe
there is a problem. If you’re in groups you can go out and address this stuff.
Harold expressed how plans are changed without giving it enough time to work:
It really wasn’t much, my problem with the solution is, we don’t give this stuff much
time to take effect. Y'all change it the next day...and the one thing I noticed is there
were a few teachers who stuck together, they’re whispering, you come in there and
they already went through the pros and cons of what we’re gonna say, and who we’re
gonna say it to. I didn’t get a chance to talk, they didn’t want me in there.
Harold and Ursula explained their son’s routine after school. “Thomas played ball
with the guys and probably tried to get him some homework.”
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Ursula reported:
He didn’t have a lot of take homework, he would say we did it in class or we checked
it in class. How can we really check to see if he's doing his work, or getting credit for
his work, because it wasn’t coming home.
Harold and Ursula expressed their concerns related to when work was sent home with
Thomas after being suspended: “These teachers are coming up with work from a book,
they’re not even doing their own work, where they simply pull out a book or statement and
fax it or print it up and give it to the kids.” Ursula described, “I would go online and see the
whole thing that they gave my son. It wasn’t something that they made up, it was online. I’m
like wow.” Harold concurred:
It’s not teaching anymore; everything seems personal for me. The way some of these
teachers are acting. They make a good speech when they need to, but I don’t think
their heart and soul was in it, actually teaching these kids…especially our boys,
they’re going through a lot.
Harold shared his perspectives on kids:
you gotta remember first off your dealing with a kid and their comprehension level of
trying to dissect how you should be or...I thought you want a kid to be a kid, so what
do you say to a child who hasn’t reached his full maturity age to be different than
what he's being. I don’t think they were doing anything that was inappropriate. I think
in the system, it’s hard to say, “look man you need to be different because he's doing
everything he needs to do.” He wasn’t doing anything.
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Maria

Maria is the African American parent of Edward. She is the single parent of three
children. Edward is 14 years old and just began the ninth grade. Edward attended preschool
and has an IEP. Maria reported that Edward dislikes school and has never repeated a grade.
Edward has been disciplined prior to attending middle school. Maria always received phone
calls from Edward’s school, resulting in her agreeing to participate in the study. Maria
explained that she recently gained full custody of her children after sharing joint custody
since her divorce from Edward’s father when he was 3 years old. Maria suspected that, when
she was not present, Edward was reared by his father with a tough love method and that he
now lacks nurturing.
Maria described Edward:
Um, Lord. [giggles]. Edward is a very independent kid. That needs guidance. Like a
lot of guidance. And, if he doesn’t, if he doesn’t have any boundaries, he will do just
whatever. Um, that’s a hard one, and that’s my child. When he puts his mind to
something, he can do it. It might be a little struggle. He hasn’t learned how to ask for
help yet. He’s on the, I’m going to say bashful, but I think ashamed, side which is not
good. Because his potential is greater than that. If you know what I mean. If he can
get past that, he will be like, really awesome. Cause I told you he sings; his body
strength is really strong, and he pays attention. He remembers things from way, way,
way back so his long-term memory is really good, but the short-term and I think the
short-term memory thing is like he doesn’t want to respond to anything because he is
afraid, he is gonna be wrong. That kind of thing. If he can get past the insecurity, I’ll
say insecurities, he will be a phenomenal kid. He’s a great supporter, still have a little
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ways to go though. He has a lot to learn beyond that negativity that he has been
around all that time you know. To decipher between what’s negative and you’ve got
to let negative stuff go and think positive. So, he needs a lot of positive motives.
Maria stated that she sat in her son’s classroom to observe. She explained the
following: “Yup and you could tell the teacher, her mannerisms while I’m there is gonna be
different from when I’m not there.” After Maria’s observation of the class, she spoke with
Edward’s teacher and had the following suggestion:
And my suggestion was well, maybe you all aren’t a good match. Maybe it is
something about him that just rubs you the wrong way, and maybe it is something
about you that rubs him the wrong way, maybe you are all toxic to each other in fact.
So, I had him actually changed to a different team in the middle of the year, before he
got expelled.
Maria shared what Edward likes to cook:
Whatever he finds in the kitchen. He puts it together. He’s the only one that is eating
it most of the time. [laughter]. But I told him, I said, yeah, you have to spend a lot of
time with me in the kitchen and he asks to help quite a bit. Yeah.
Maria explained that Edward is aware that his father does not help with child support:
Yeah, they know. I say their Dad doesn’t give me anything. I don’t try to keep a
whole lot. Let me say this over. No, he doesn’t know. His brother does, but Edward
doesn’t. I don’t want to say anything derogatory to Edward about his Dad, because
this is a sore spot for him. I have to show my other kids, ah, ah, ah, no we are not
gonna do that. Because I don’t want him to revert to being introverted about his Dad.
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You know, or harboring illness toward somebody in the house. Why are you always
talking about my Dad? I don’t want to do that to him.
Maria discussed Edward’s grades:
I’m sure, nothing. And I say he did nothing. When I say he did nothing, he did
nothing. At the very end, they gave him satisfaction. I don’t think he was held
accountable. Can I? Well, I can’t even really say that. Cause with emotional,
behavioral and ADHD, it seemed like it all worked against him and he didn’t have a
support system, a family support system to help him get through it. You know what?
He can do it. Yes! No doubt, Faith. The other stuff gets into the way, but Yes. Yes, he
can do it.
Maria shared Edward’s routine when he gets home from school:
Well, I wasn’t usually the one to be…He would come home and then the instruction
is to do your chore, if not every day, every other day, see what we got for homework
which he always, he was always kicked out of school. I’m telling you it wasn’t, he
would be home and before I get home, they would cleanup, we’d eat dinner and if he
had homework, we would look over it and he would. No games through the week,
they had work. They didn’t have cell phones. So, he would maybe watch YouTube or
something on TV and then we went to bed. When I went to bed, everybody else went
to bed. We are early.
Maria shared how she advised her son to handle problems and conflicts at school:
I told him whatever an adult asks you to do, whether you feel if it is wrong or right,
you don’t have the lip. You come tell me what went on. I’m going to talk to the staff
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and then let me take it from there, but you don’t try to take it into your own hands. I
said, that’s what I’m here for.
Maria further shared that although she is uncertain of Edward’s favorite subject, she
stated:
He never expressed that to me. All he talks about is being physically fit and active in
gym, stuff like that. You know, boy stuff, Faith. Yeah, he likes fishing. And he likes
to cook. I’m going to have to ask him what his favorite subject is in school, because I
never had asked him that. Am I bad, Faith?
Maria continued that Edward does have problems in Math. “Math. Yup, Math.”
Maria shared her optimism for the future:
No, my thing is him making progress since he is away from…in this new
environment, I see a new glimmer on his face. I know he hasn’t gotten over
everything, I’m not going to say up to par, but he’s not, he’s incident-free, but he’s
getting there. I see him developing. If he is developing relationships with other people
that is a plus for him because he doesn’t do that. And once again, I haven’t gotten the
phone calls from the school. Yes, it’s the first week, but still I’ll take a week. I’ll take
a week. I think he loves his environment at school. I think he’s anxious to do well in
school. Yes, I have to ask, but I don’t mind asking. That’s my job, to keep tabs.
We’ll see how it goes. I think he just forgot about the bad things. He hasn’t asked to
go visit him [his dad] or anything. Until my Mom asked him about writing a letter to
his dad, I hadn’t heard him say anything. I hope that he’s getting past that. Not to say
that he can never go to visit him, if his dad wants to come get him, I’ll let him go.
Maria shares her feelings about her son reaching out to his dad:
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I think he’s going to do it. He’s going to write him a letter. He said he was going to
write him a letter. I’m sure he will tell his therapist. I don’t even ask him what him
and his therapist talk about. I don’t want him to think that I’m trying to be invasive. I
want him to be helped. When I got to the bottom of what was going on with me, I felt
like, it works. It just opened up a lot of avenues for me so I’m hoping it will do that
for him so he can just…It came to me just like that.
Maria also described an incident where she reprimanded Edward for making a bad
decision:
I’m not abusing him. He has to be held accountable for his actions and if you don’t
discipline your kids appropriately, people will coach you into saying things that you
don’t need to say to come back and bite you later. So, if you have no structure or
discipline in your life, if you are out of control when you become an adult…they are
building prisons for you. I said don’t you ever let anyone talk against me, because I’m
not going to let nobody talk against you, especially a Caucasian. I mean that from my
core. They do it all the time, have kids against their parents when, I can only speak
for me. I’m not just brutally beating my kids for no reason. I would rather not hit
them, but if I feel like I need to spank your butt, and there is a reason and you know
you deserve that, cause he was bragging about it, I said, well I didn’t hurt you that
bad. You know. It’s not like I have to whip into submission, but I’m not beating you.
Well, he said that you did. Well, you can believe what you want. You don’t live in
my household. Because I’m trying to get this kid to be whatever, I had the correct
words for him. I was so angry, I was like, Oh, I got to get out of here. This is some
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ridiculousness. So, we never went back. And that’s where it clicked once again. He
needs to have an African-American, male therapist to relate to him and his genetics.
Thematic Analysis of Data
The following section is a thematic analysis of direct verbatim shared from the six
parent and caretaker participants. The following themes of Feeling Frustration, Stress, and
Overwhelmed; Handling Family Conflict and Discord; Feeling Uncertain of Others; Feeling
Falsely Accused; and Feeling of Unfairness emerged from data comprised from patterns and
similarities of the actions, responses and dialogue shared directly from the rich in-depth
interviews.
Feeling Frustration, Stress, and Overwhelmed
Anna’s frustration. Anna was asked how she feels when her son receives detentions.
She responded:
It’s unfair and my son also feels it is unfair. This is where his frustration comes from.
In my eyes, these are silly reasons to get in trouble, but there are rules in life and there
are rules in the classroom. Because he does not raise his hand, he’s in trouble and he
has to watch his friends play for a whole week sometimes. So, we’re working on selfchecking and not getting frustrated. In his classroom, they have to move their clips.
They have different colors, they start on green, then he moves to yellow. You can
move up and once you’re up to blue, you’re in trouble. I believe it’s frustrating and
then he snaps. He talks rough, like leave me alone and that gets him in trouble even
more.
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Anna further explained how she runs her home:
I can’t run my household in this negative way, always being on him because he
shouts out answers, that is not reason to constantly discipline your child in my
opinion. It’s frustrating to me as a parent. I feel like saying “worry about teaching
them some material versus taking out the time every two minutes to constantly be on
him for not raising his hand.”
The subjectivity of Black students’ infractions, such as disrespect, threat, and
unnecessary noise (Skiba et al., 2002), may show a difference between the cultural norms
and behavioral expectations of Black students and their predominantly Caucasian female
teachers. It has been speculated that Black students alleged loud tone of voice, “impassioned”
manner, or preferences for active learning may be interpreted as disruptive, threatening, or
insubordinate (Monroe, 2006; Townsend, 2000, p.384).
Anna further contended:
I’m the parent that helps all of the teachers, I do the xeroxing if I have a free day, or
not doing anything. I’ve gone at least five times. This year, there has been so many
problems that I cut down.
Anna further explained that she feels irritated with the teacher, so she is keeping her distance:
“I told my son to call me, if he is having a bad day.”
Anna then shared an incident when her son got into trouble for not standing on a line
correctly:
They were outside during recess lining up to go inside. My son was not standing
directly on the line because he said other students were cramping him. My son said
that he was in the line, but that the dean of students told him to go to the end of the
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line. So, my son inhaled and exhaled very loudly, and went to the end of the line. The
dean then started to talk to him about standing on the line, and my son inhaled again
and was then told to go stand against the wall. He does it, but his body language is
saying “what do you want me to do man?” So now, he’s on the wall and he’s in
trouble. He’s probably thinking, now I’m in trouble because I wasn’t on the line the
way you wanted me on the line, then I get moved to the end of the line. I didn’t do
that the way you wanted me to, so now I got to lean on this wall. So now he has an
attitude and gets sent to the principal’s office. He’s like “are you serious? So now,
your gonna call my momma.” The word they kept using is disrespectful when they
called me. So, I get a phone call about a boy not standing on the line right, so the
frustration keeps going and going.
Anna further shared her observation of what occurred when she visited her son’s
class. She observed a Black male student raising his hand for 15 minutes:
It took her 15 minutes to call on him, she was asking a question about the material,
and once she finally did call on him, he asked if he could get his sweater from another
classroom, and she still said no.
Anna asked if she requested to come observe her son, or did she go on her own? She
responded that she went on her own due to her son texting her to tell her that he was on blue
and had only been in school for one hour:
I wanted to see what was going on. I misunderstood him, he said that my next step is
blue. He was calling me to let me know that he was having a bad day, and that she’s
not listening to me.
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Anna explained that she has instructed her son to go to the office and call her if he is feels
that he is having a bad day.
Disproportionality may be particularly possible when the infraction is subjective or
when consequences are not predetermined. A study of almost one million students found that
the greatest degree of disproportionality existed for minor offenses that left the type of
disciplinary action to the discretion of an administrator (Fabelo et al., 2011). Another
analysis of 11,001 middle schoolers’ disciplinary records discovered that Black students were
more likely to be disciplined for infractions that are “both less serious and more subjective in
their interpretation,” such as disrespect and making excessive noise (Skiba et al., 2002, p.
13). White students, however, were more likely to be disciplined for objective offenses, such
as using obscene language or smoking (Skiba et al., 2002).
Ingrid’s frustration. Ingrid explained that she felt badly due to her declining
relationship with her son, but that she was also frustrated due to her requesting a new IEP for
her son:
Sixth grade year was really rough; it was a big adjustment for him. The IEP process
transfer did not go very well, and it took a long time for us to get things solidified and
to find the support for him.
Ingrid admitted that she did not initially know a lot about the special education
process:
I didn’t quite know about the IEP processes, and we should’ve had a meeting. We had
a meeting, but the people from the school didn’t show up at his meeting. So, we
didn’t know what services we were gonna get when we got over there. They didn’t
start his services right away, it was not a smooth transition, and it took a while to get
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support started for him and it was just, so frustrating. By the time things got ironed
out, it was the whole sixth grade year, it was terrible.
Ingrid discerned why she felt her son needed additional support in school:
He didn’t want to do his work, it was too hard for him, he started hanging out with the
wrong people, he started doing things that he usually would not do, like cheating on
tests and stuff and helping somebody else cheat, and he just, he started to get really
aggressive and angry all the time. He yelled and started throwing things in my house.
He was just an angry child.
Ingrid also explained that over time Lee’s IEP was going better, and he was receiving
the support he needed, but he had difficulty in math:
He had difficulty processing and understanding things so he would get frustrated. And
he just, he wouldn’t do it. He didn’t like to read for English, and he’d have assigned
books and he just was not interested. I was frustrated, because I wanted him to do so
much better and I knew he had it in him, but he didn’t want to.
Erica’s frustration. Erica asserted:
When I think about it, and when I think about the consequences or the end result of
his actions and for him. What I think is misconstrued, a lot people think he does
things on purpose like, he's constantly making these decisions. He really does not
think through it. He may do it out of boredom, or whatever then he gets these
consequences then once he thinks through it in the moment after he made a bad
choice, he's like highly remorseful but for him, it does not click before I do something
he doesn't think through the unintended consequences. So, for him school is
frustrating, it’s frustrating for me.
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Erica continued to explain how she feels:
It gets overwhelming sometimes, because I get an influx of calls sometimes. I do have
it now where we’re evaluating the effectiveness of his 504 Plan. So, we have the
combinations set up where we started last year, I was requesting, it took me all year,
and the beginning of the next year to get it, but I wanted to see what accommodations
they were using and if they were impactful or helpful when he was at school.
So, I requested it last year, and it was a year before I actually got it. Last year they’re
doing a report for me where I can get feedback on whether or not what
accommodations they’re using and if those accommodations are working. Because to
me, they're’ is no point in having a 504 Plan with accommodations if the
accommodations are not helping or being successful. If they’re not helping then we
need to revisit the plan and reevaluate our strategies. So, I basically asked them to
give me feedback on the strategies they were using. They were reluctant to do that.
It took till the end of the year, that’s why I was filing a complaint with the federal
government, because to me they were denying him his right as a student with a 504
Plan. He has a right for his accommodations to be enforced and used but they didn’t
want to give me any feedback, therefore if they can’t provide me with any proof that
they were actually implementing the accommodations as needed. All I needed was
proof of the effectiveness or ineffectiveness so that we could see....so it’s like to me if
you really want to help a kid, how do you know if what your doing is helping or not if
you’re not measuring what you’re doing. So, they weren’t trying to do that. So, I
finally got it, so that I could have them measure the plan and to see how he was
actually doing. I’m getting that feedback in writing and I’m getting that on a daily
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basis by all of his teachers. I do like the feedback, it’s an email that comes from his
teachers each day. They basically say, here's how he did in this particular class today,
here’s what challenges he had, or he had a great day. If he had a challenge, they say
we tried this strategy. This strategy worked, or it did not work.
School staff must adhere to policies for students with disabilities or in need of additional
support. Both IDEA and Section 504 created guidelines for schools to consider and make
accommodations for students' behavior disorders. Instead of a formal diagnosis from a
medical or mental health professional, eligibility for coverage under Section 504 requires that
students display "physical or mental impairment that substantially limits one or more major
life activities" (Holler & Zirkel, 2008, p. 20). Unlike IDEA, these major life activities range
to areas outside of learning, including behavior problems, that do not always interfere with
classroom performance (Gius, 2012; Holler & Zirkel, 2008).
Harold’s frustration. Harold expressed his feeling related to his wife receiving
multiple phone calls from the school:
I knew how stressful it was for her getting these phone calls, we were getting them
every single day. Making these trips back and forth to the school, I knew it was
stressful. We did everything we could. We went to meetings, we had advocates come
in, that they aborted whenever they got ready. They would come up with one plan,
then change the plan or to say that he did this. I’m not feeling sorry for my son,
because I know there are other families out there, single parents who went through
more than we did. We were just lucky that we stayed in tuned that we talked to our
son, we let him know that we did not allow him to fail, that he was too smart. His
momma diligently worked and worked and worked, then we took the kid out finally
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and said let’s get your GED, and he does it in record time. You know he does it so
quickly. It’s never about whether the kid could learn or not...it was never gonna be
that way. If we as parents don’t get a real firm grip on this, this is a problem, I’m sure
has already escalated out of control because I’m sure this is not something that is just
happening for people who are professional.
Ursula’s frustration. Ursula expressed how she felt when her son passed his GED
exams:
I think by the way they were treating him at school, that affects the kids psyche it
makes them feel that they cannot learn. It makes them feel antisocial, it almost makes
them feel like they are retarded, that they can’t learn. So, when he finished his GED
in a month in a half, three and four exams. You know I was like wow, and he took it
only one time. Each time he passed them; I was like wow…So, for them to keep
pulling him out of school and another thing, because I went up there a couple of times
and you could sit in the classroom, you could see the teachers giving more attention
to the other kids and the ones they don’t care too much about they did not seem to be
helping them. You know, they would say they did not finish their assignment…you
didn’t give them enough instruction or help, like you were giving all the other kids, so
its nerve-wrecking.
Ursula and Harold’s frustration. Ursula further shared how they felt related to
Thomas’ school experience:
I felt stressed out, and that my son was in the wrong all the time, not listening, not
doing what I taught him to do, respect his elders and people in authority. I constantly
felt down and depressed just getting the phone calls. I would always say, “what did he
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do now?” Instead of what Harold was doing, calling Thomas to find out what
happened first, I was taking the word of the teacher first over my son and sometimes I
found out what they were saying isn’t what really happened. In the end, because they
would look at the video tape, and find out what he said was true. They were not
taking his viewpoint, they were taking other people’s kids statements instead of his,
and sometimes they were not taking his statement at all of what happened.
Research supports that low-income and minority students are not offered their due process
rights before, during, and after suspension hearings (Freeman, 2007).
Harold shared the following:
Initially, I thought had I done something wrong with this kid, then after a while I
started listening to him, as he grew and got older that was the biggest thing. When
their little it’s easier for the system to manipulate what they are saying, so when he
got old enough to articulate what he was saying and what he wanted me to know, I
started listening and you have to have that one-to-one real conversation with your
child. Tell me what you think?...You gotta get a perspective of what he feels.
Sometimes they were just lying about the events that transpired. Some of the stuff
they manufactured is that they would take statements. One time he was on the
basketball team, and they were taking all these different statements, and hell they
took statements from a guy who told Thomas, he was gonna kill him and made that
law, and would not take what Thomas said....in hindsight he was going through a lot.
Harold and Ursula continued to share how they felt about the school calling them about their
son Thomas: “I didn’t have a problem with them calling me, it’s just some of the time what
they called about was tedious…you wanna call me because Thomas and another kid were
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playing?” Ursula shared the following: “Sometimes they would call, and school had just
started 5 or 10 minutes ago and there calling already for...he did something wrong?” Harold
continued with following:
Come and get him because they're gonna suspend him for one or two days. He
touched a kid and that’s assault, he committed assault? So, I didn’t have a problem
with the phone calls, because they’re the only way. I think my problem was they quit
calling me and started calling my wife, and she's at work. I had an attitude about
that...wait, wait, we have went through this with y'all. My wife is at work, don’t try to
call her to keep from calling me. So, they call her, it was still that way, they didn’t
mess with me.
Harold responded to how he told his son Thomas to respond in school, should
problems arise:
You gotta remember first off, you’re dealing with a kid and their comprehension level
of trying to dissect how you should be or not...I thought you want a kid to be a kid, so
what do you say to a child who hasn’t reached his full maturity age to be different
than what he's being. I don’t think they were doing anything that was inappropriate. I
think in the system, it’s hard to say, look man you need to be different, because he's
doing everything he needs to do. He wasn’t doing anything.
Ursula shared her perspective: “You tell a teenager to be quiet and not say anything? He's
gonna be interacting with his friends.”
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Maria’s frustration. Maria described her dialogue with Edward, when he makes a
mistake:
I’m trying. That is exactly what he says. I’m trying, and I said, I believe you, I really
do. I believe you are trying. I said, but once again, whatever is going on in your head,
if you know without a shadow of doubt it is not the right thing to do, don’t do it. I
said, we had a horrible year last year. I said, we want to put that behind us and just
forget about it. It doesn’t matter anymore, it’s done. We are gonna move forward and
do the best that we can. I said, I might have dropped the ball a little bit because I
didn’t sit down and say, come on we are going to do your homework. He did nothing.
Maria shared how the first week of school is going and receiving phone calls from the
school:
Yeah, we can make it through the first week. Yup, always the phone. Always going
to parent-teacher conferences, and I had to call them to make sure that they had me on
the books because no one was calling me about anything. I was like, what? I got a lot
of calls from his previous school. I say “you all have to consider the environment that
he is in because I’m not there.” But, imagine the environment. Edward’s brother ran
away one year, because his Dad was going to beat him. Go ahead. So, he ran to the
police station. It was just so bad. It was not a good, productive environment. I just, I
want them to think that you need to take that into whatever relationship you get in
whether it be just your friends…you don’t have to be abusive. And you don’t have to
be abused, by anyone.
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Maria disclosed her suspicions regarding her son’s abuse and how long it occurred:
Probably the whole time. Yeah. So, you try to explain this to his current school, and
once again, they don’t care. So, what, they just think that this is just an African
American kid and he is gonna do what he wants to do and pin him to the wall. Not on
my watch!
Maria discussed an incident that occurred at school, but she was uncertain of the
details:
You know, I don’t know what he did. I don’t. I really don’t and I asked. I said, well,
what did he do? He’s just disrespectful and he just. . . I was like, what did he do to be
disrespectful? Just explain it to me. I said, were you hollering in his face? Were you
yelling at him? Do you want someone to be in your face hollering or yelling? What
would your reaction be? Can you explain to him what you want him to do without
yelling and screaming and hollering in his face? It would make me angry too. But,
more than that, would you do that if I was there? You know what I’m saying? You
want to hold the kids accountable, but you don’t want to be held accountable for your
actions. I heard a principal tell a kid sit down and shut up . . . I never heard the kid
say anything. I just heard an adult say, “and he just wants to do what the fuck he
wants to do.” Okay, you are in school, I don’t care who you are talking to, there are
kids around and they can hear you. So, who are you talking about? I don’t think that
is the case, so you are doing what you want to do. Once again, you want to hold the
kids accountable, but you don’t want to be held accountable, especially when it
comes to an African American child, especially boys. You don’t want to give them a
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chance. You don’t want to go the extra mile, because you just don’t want to be
bothered.
Maria shared her feelings:
I’m just trying to give you the jist of how I feel about the whole situation and they
didn’t, they just, they weren’t fair to him. At that time, he was 13 years old. They
weren’t fair to him. And they treated him, I think they treated him pretty bad. Did
Edward do anything wrong? Yes, he did. A lot wrong, but as the adult, you don’t
have a psychologist and behavioral specialist and all of that to help kids with
problems, whether they have ADHD, behavior problems, emotional problems, you
don’t know what their home life is like. They could be abused daily. I’m saying, they
were taken away from that, but they just don’t care about an African American male
period. And for the professionals to have told me that, which I already knew, it just
validated, and it made me more angry with the school system…They don’t want to
accommodate. You have kids that need special attention with their education, it’s not
to say that they can’t do the work, they just need to go about it a different way. And
our public schools are not going to do that for my son. I have to make sure that it is
done. That extra, whatever he needs and it’s looking like it’s just showing that I have
sense in their interest and that there is somebody out there that can relate to you and
I’ll go the extra mile.
Maria further explained how she found out her son was taking medication for his
ADHD:
I believe it started in elementary school, but was he persistent in giving it to him?
And I found out just because I would drive to my previous town, because that is
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where they were in school. During a parent-teacher conference, they told me about it
then. Then, when he went to junior high it was sporadic. I’m thinking he should get it
7 days a week, but my doctor says that he only needed it, or his nurse, that he only
needed it while he was going to school, but I took him to a psychiatrist and he said
give it to him 7 days a week.
Maria explained that she preferred for her son to receive therapy:
Once again, me personally, I feel, and I have taken action to get my son an African
American therapist, and a doctor that understands his make-up and his genetics too, if
he needs the medicine, to give him the right thing. The medicine that he was on just
didn’t work ‘cause it made him sick. It went from 20 to 30 to 60 or 40 to 60 mg. And
I told my son, if you were taking it like you were supposed to, maybe your system,
I’m trying to just brainstorm, maybe your system would be used to it by now. So, you
kinda’ messed yourself up in that aspect. And um, I just, it’s just a lot. It’s a whole
lot. I think I’m getting to the home stretch to we’re more on the right track for him
‘cause he’s comfortable with the therapy where he wouldn’t talk to anybody else.
He’s really comfortable and it’s kinda making me wonder, do I really need to put him
on medication, or do I need to change the way he eats? Change the way that I interact
with him? ‘Cause he didn’t have the nurturing as a baby, because he was with his dad
from age 3 on up until now, or last year. So, he missed out on some of that, I could
have given him. You know what I mean?
Maria discussed her son’s side effects of taking Vyvanse medication for his ADHD
diagnosis:
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It took his appetite away, and then he slept. I got a lot of calls about him sleeping in
class. I say, yeah, it’s one of the side effects of the medicine and I don’t think it is
supposed to…I don’t think it should calm him down that much. He even says
something about being on it, “it’s like mom, I’m not going to be able to play football
like I want to if I’m on that because it is gonna make me calm. I don’t want to be that
calm.” Maybe it’s not the right one for him but we are supposed to do a genetic thing
come the 23rd of September to see if they can either give him a shot or give him
something else that agrees with his chemistry.
Disparate to White parents, the families of Black and Hispanic children are less likely
to associate their children's behavior on medical or psychological causes (Bailey & Owens,
2005; Bussing et al., 2005; Miller, Nigg, & Miller, 2009). The legacy of the Tuskegee
experiments has left many Black families doubtful of medical and mental health research,
particularly contested and controversial issues like ADHD (Bailey & Owens, 2005; Shavers,
Lynch, & Burmeister, 2000).
Maria explained that Edward did not have problems in preschool, but she believes her
son’s problems began in school, after she left the town they all resided in when Edward was
in the fourth or fifth grade. Maria continued by sharing when she learned that her son had
ADHD:
Maybe fourth or fifth grade. The school brought it to my attention after his dad had
taken him to the doctor and put him on medication. I found out at the parent-teacher
conference. I was like, oh, he better not be on medication, because I didn’t know. I
was thinking, is it really that, or is it the emotional stuff that he is going through.
This is what I was thinking, you know, I took him to the therapist just to find out what
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it really is because I thought that he hasn’t been on any medication all summer long
up until now and, he seems to be really focused to me. So, I am still going to have the
genetic thing done. I’m going to ask all of these questions when we go to the
medicine doctor to see if this is what he really needs, or you know. I hear that diet and
all this stuff plays a key role in all of that. So, if he doesn’t have to take no
medication, I don’t want to have to put no more chemicals in his body than I have to.
Maria pointed out that Edward has been on Vyvanse medication for the past 4-5 years:
I believe there were other medicines. I will have to ask for records from his old
doctor, whoever put him on the medication, just to see exactly what he was on and
what they had diagnosed him with because I never knew. His dad wouldn’t tell me,
he didn’t communicate that with me for whatever reason ‘cause he said I was going to
throw it away. I’m not going to hurt my kid. If this is going to help him, why would I
throw it away or, flush the medicine down the toilet?
ADHD is a chronic neurodevelopmental disorder that affects 3% to 10% of the child
population and is associated with significant academic (e.g., poor grades, higher than average
risk for school dropout) and/or social (e.g., peer rejection) impairment (American Psychiatric
Association, 2013). As such, it is imperative to identify children with ADHD in a consistent
and valid fashion, so that treatment resources can be provided to those in greatest need.
Handling Family Conflict and Discord
Anna’s perspective. Anna reflected on another incident when a more described
nurturing teacher noticed that Kevan was sent to her class for support: “She was his teacher
the year prior and had a better relationship with Kevan, so she had told his current teacher
that he could always come to her class when he was having a problem or a bad day.” Anna
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explained that Kevan’s current teacher was teaching a lesson and mentioned a relationship
with a father and son. He snapped at her and was sent to his previous teacher. She pulled
Kevan to the side and asked about his silence, and he shared that his father was deceased.
Anna explained that the current teacher called her later that evening to discuss the
incident further:
I think my son gets frustrated, because he does not know how to communicate and
talk. Then his feelings and emotions get involved, ironically it was his father’s
birthday, so he was little sad.…His father died when he was in preschool, I believe
him seeing other kids’ dads come to the school bothered him in the past, but he is
now able to process it better than when he was younger.
Anna recalled another past incident when her father went to the school to volunteer
for field day: “A couple of the kids were saying, ‘Is that your father? Is that your father?’
My son snapped, and said, ‘No, that’s my grandfather. I told you my daddy was dead.’”
Anna acknowledged that day that, although her son was very young when his father passed,
he was still trying to process his death: “It even takes us as adults a long time to process
death.”
Ingrid’s perspective. Ingrid admitted to her son being aware of her having problems
with Lee’s father, but that he really did not verbally express his concerns with her:
“Sometimes he did, but for the most part he just did it through his actions, like acting out,
talking back, and sneaking around.” Ingrid further explained that her son was hanging with
people who were not a good influence for him, but he was never suspended from school at
that time. Ingrid asserted some of the problems she was encountering with Lee’s father:
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“Well his dad was trying to take him from me at that time. He never went through the court
system, he just said that he doesn’t need to be living with me.”
Erica’s perspective. Erica discussed how she proceeded after her son Otis was
suspended from school. While at home, Erica explained that her son had to complete chores,
and she talked to Otis. Erica also scheduled a family counseling appointment due to a
personal family-related issue:
So, I had a lot of dialogue with him just to see where he was mentally, and I talked to
the school counselor initially, an African American, a woman, that’s the school
counselor. I considered taking him to be evaluated, because I didn’t know if he
wanted to hurt himself, but he did not come off like he wanted to hurt himself. It’s
just that impulsivity, and I’m bored, so I’m gone just do this and see what happens.
So, I was able to rule that part out, and I signed him up to work with a counseling
service. I tried to do counseling with him earlier. I tried to do counseling with him last
year, because we had a family incident. I tried to put them in counseling from the
family incident, but my kids are not real receptive. So, I was trying a different
counseling service but this time it was an African American owned counseling
service. They work with kids and they come in the building to create strategies to
better cope. My problem with my son is, he doesn’t want to talk to anyone….My son
loves his dad, but he is angry with his dad. So, we tried it twice, and they said what
would help us is if you wouldn’t come here anymore. That’s what they told the
counselor.
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Maria’s perspective. Maria explained her custody arrangements:
Yes. It was a joint custody order. So, through the week he would be with his dad and
I would get them every weekend. In the summer it changed. I would have them
through the week and his dad would have him just on the weekends.
Maria explained that she suspects that some of her son’s behavior is due to his parent’s
custodial arrangements and not seeing his father:
No, he hasn’t seen him at all. Since June of last year, 2018. So, that’s one of the other
things that I tried to explain to the schools. Emotionally, this kid is distraught about
some things that he just doesn’t understand right now. They didn’t care. You know.
So.
Maria shared how Edward destroys property at her home:
Oh my God. I went to Jamaica. I came back. My bike, you know, the cord that
controls your brakes, I guess his was torn up, so he was going to take mine off of my
bike and put it on his. I was furious. I say, “Boy, why are you tearing up my bike?” I
can replace the cable, but that is beside the point. Why did you tear up your own
cable on yours, and then take mine off and blame it on someone else? He also took a
can of spray paint. It was the same color as my house, he sprayed a few spots on
there. He wrote his name, Edward on my driveway. I made him scrub it up with the
stuff that you get the paint off with. It was like, you keep scrubbing it until it comes
off.
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Maria responded when asked if she knows why Edward destroys things:
No. Why are you messing with things that you know aren’t yours? You have no
reason to mess with the spray paint unless you are doing a project. My house and my
driveway…I live in a condo community, so they are not…they don’t want graffiti.
Maria discusses her feelings about Edward taking things that do not belong to him:
They can’t really tell, but I know it is there. So, he takes things. Um, I got, I think it
was my earphones that I was missing to listen to my iPhone for a while. He took his
brother’s headphones and took them to school and tried…this was when he was with
his dad, and so he went up to a boy and his brother might have took it from the boy
and said, those are mine and I know where you got them from. Things he’s seen, he’s
seen these things from an adult just taking stuff without permission. His dad’s other
daughter that he has from his previous marriage used to just take things like that and I
see the same mannerisms in him the last year…. So, you know when he first came.
I’m like, what is this? Whose stuff is this? Let’s put it this way. If I didn’t buy it,
don’t bring it to my house. I don’t want it in my house.
Maria discussed how Edward feels moving from his father’s house:
He feels kinda of resentful. But it was for the best. It was for his own good because I
went on a Mission trip and he called me and told me that his dad had socked him in
the face, and he sent me a picture of his jaw swollen and he tried to turn it around.
“Oh, no Mom, he didn’t mean it and blah, blah, blah.” No, that’s enough abuse that
has been going on. I guess he busted his lip before. Edward cut his arm because he
left the kids late, late in the wee hours of the night and he cut his arm with some glass
and they had to run to a truck stop and get help because he was bleeding. He had to
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have surgery done on his arm. So, it was just a lot of neglect and abuse. So, I’m
thinking he’s moving past that, because he has his brother and friends to kinda, not
entertain him, but they console each other I guess I can say.
Socially and physically aggressive behaviors both arise by the time children enter preschool
(McNeilly-Choque, Hart, Robinson, Nelson, & Olsen, 1996; Vitaro, Tremblay & Gagnon,
1992), suggesting that family characteristics and features of parenting may be imperative
indicators of children’s aggressive behavior.
Maria attempted to discuss the last time Edward had a good school year:
I don’t know. This is his first year with me from last year up until now. So far, I
haven’t gotten any calls from the school yeah, I haven’t gotten a call or anything from
school and I am able to check assignments and everything on the computer and he’s
keeping up with what he is supposed to be doing, so far.
This is also when the joint custody arrangement began:
We were in the house together then I left in 2009. Yeah, emotionally then, it was like,
‘cause we would exchange every Friday and Sunday, and they would cry going back.
Do we have to go? I don’t want to go. I was like, don’t worry. When are you going to
talk to the judge, mom? Can I talk to the judge? So, that was heart-wrenching.
Emotionally, I think it had a whole lot to do with it, and then to switch back once he
calls, you know, they get acclimated, they are older, then. . . blah, blah, blah. But it
was still confusing. You know, I don’t know if they got fed well. I don’t know if they
were warm when they went to school. So, it was just a lot for young boys to go
through and then I got them here. He felt, because he was trying to win his dad over,
and that’s all it is. I know that is all that it is, he was trying to win him over and not to
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talk against his dad, but to just say you know how your dad is and I just don’t want
you to be let down. I understand you want to be with him, you want to have a
relationship with your dad, but it’s best that you are here with me right now. When
you become older and you can make decisions for yourself, you can decide if you
want to go there or not. He’s like, he ain’t going back. He even makes a difference in
where they were at and I have to diffuse that. I’m like, you are not going to be like
that here. You are going to love each other. You can’t love somebody outside of the
home more than you do your brother. He says, when will his father call him to go,
one of the times he said, well, why can my brother go, but I can’t. And Edward would
say, “well dad, it’s not like I want to come anyway.”
Maria shared her advice to Edward, when having conflict with his father. “Just because he is
saying ugly things, don’t even respond. You don’t have to respond because he will pay for
his actions as you will. So, don’t be disrespectful because he is saying ugly things to hurt
you.”
Maria explained when Edward attempts to reach out to his father:
Edward made a phone call to say Happy Father’s Day, he told him not to ever call
him again. That broke him down. That broke me down. I couldn’t even…actually at
church I couldn’t even sing, because I was so hurt that he would say that to him. I just
cried.
Maria described Edward’s father:
He is an angry, unhappy man. He’s mad because, I’m not saying that I have a better
household, I’m not saying that. But he knows that the kids are in a better
environment. He agreed. Give her whatever she wants. She wants full custody, let her
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have it. He’s like, well judge, what is it if I… makes it abandonment? The judge told
him not seeing his kids for 2 years. He hasn’t seen them in a year. That’s
abandonment. Sometimes he doesn’t want to pay child support, so we have to go to
court.
Maria explained what occurred after not asking the court for help:
Don’t ask for anything for the last year. Nothing. Yes, I’m working overtime like
crazy. I’m ready to retire. ‘Cause my body is tired. I don’t have a physically hard job,
but, I’m exhausted. I’m taking care of us, but it shouldn’t be scot-free. He gets money
for child support, why shouldn’t he pay child support? That’s just fair. They are your
kids!
Maria explained that Edward is aware that his father does not help with child support:
Yeah, they know. I say their dad doesn’t give me anything. I don’t try to keep a whole
lot. Let me say this over. No, he doesn’t know. His brother does, but Edward doesn’t.
I don’t want to say anything derogatory to Edward about his dad, because this is a
sore spot for him. If you say anything, and I have to show my other kids, ah, ah, ah,
no we are not gonna do that. Because I don’t want him to revert to being introverted
about his dad. You know or harboring ill will toward somebody in the house. Why
are you always talking about my dad? I don’t want to do that to him.
Interparental conﬂict strategies are another important indicator of children’s
aggression and how parents behave in disagreements with their spouse. Children and
adolescents who are exposed to regular interparental conﬂict (IPC) are at an increased risk of
delinquency and aggression (Rhoades, 2008).
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Maria explained how she felt after having Edward and his siblings begin the school
year in her home:
He was with me for the summer and then they started the schoolyear that following
fall. I may have my days wrong, but they ended up starting school here. It was rough.
You know, it took like…oh, I had to pray a lot. I had to really pray a lot about it
‘cause I wanted to be able to handle it right and I couldn’t be angry because I would
be doing the same thing that the school was doing. You know? I just had, that’s when
I thought about the nurturing thing. He missed out on a lot of it, so when he says at
14, and he is bigger than me, “Mom, can I sleep in your bed? Oh sure.” Instead
making him comfortable and put your mind at ease. Just little things, times just he
and I will go and spend time together and do something that he likes or instead of
fussing at him about things that he does, it is like don’t you want to be really
progressive as you are going to be a young man? Do you like people to fuss at you all
the time? I say what is going on in your head? What is it that makes you think that
you know these things? I mean he will tear things up. Not that he would tear stuff up
and just say that I didn’t really do nothing. I didn’t even do nothing. What makes you
think you didn’t do anything? Physically can you see this? So, it is a lot of emotional
trauma. So, that’s why I’m taking him to a therapist.
Maria compounded how Edward feels attending counseling with his siblings:
He just started a few weeks ago and he loves it. He and his brother, we took him. I go
on the weekends. I took him last week after football practice, it was a weekday. It was
like, and you like talking with him? He was like, yup. He knows my coach, and his
father played football and he played football for Michigan State and blah, blah, blah.
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So, he has a lot of conversation about that, which is not abnormal for him because he
is real, you know, he likes to sit and talk to people and answer questions. So, it’s
kinda’ bringing him out of his shell. Yeah, it’s helping.
Complex trauma and development affect urban youth, particularly youth of color. They are
vulnerable to chronic stress and several forms of trauma at expressively higher rates than
their White counterparts in suburban or rural environments (D’Onofrio, 2007; van de Kolk,
2014).
Complex trauma is associated with chronic vulnerability to stressors that take place
during pivotal developmental periods beginning in early childhood and taking place over an
extended period (D’Onofrio, 2007; van der Kolk, Roth, Pelcovitz, Sunday, & Spinazzola,
2005; van der Kolk et al., 2014). These stressors may include: poverty, abuse, neglect, singleparenting, domestic violence, sexual assault, gang involvement/violence, fatal accidents,
substance abuse, racism/discrimination, immigrant- and acculturation-related issues, crime,
witnessing violence in the home or community, and traumatic deaths of friends and/or family
members (Ford & Courtois, 2013).
Maria explained why she felt Edward was in need of counseling:
He wasn’t with me prior, and I knew that there were some things going on with him,
that I just had to get to the bottom of what was going on with him as a young man.
And that’s why I picked the therapist that I chose. To help him progress and it just
seems like the more, after I done that, it seemed like more and more things are
happening to bring him to himself. You know he plays football and they are
developing a relationship like a close…like they are family. There are always boys at
my house. Six at a time is a lot, but I thought if this is what it takes, then they are not
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getting into any trouble, still have to monitor, but I’m just looking for avenues to help
him progress and have a successful high school career, you know.
Maria shared how Edward feels about counseling:
And I think the counselor is doing just right off the bat, because he would not talk to
Janice, the student advocate, he would just clam up for her, but not with this guy. Not
at all. So, he’s a go-getter. I think once he gets over these few little obstacles, I’m
calling them little obstacles now because they don’t look as big to me as they were.
They really don’t. We are in a totally different school system now.
Maria shared her hope for Edward’s future after high school:
Maybe he will go further. I want him to go to college if that is what he wants to do. I
just want him to be productive and get some of the negativity out of his mind and his
surroundings and all of that.
Maria is uncertain of Edward’s career goal but shares about his talents:
He hasn’t really told me yet. He loves to sing. I know he loves to sing. We have a
boys’ choir, but he doesn’t want to sing in front of people yet. He said, I’m shy. I was
like you are telling that to the wrong person. You are not shy. But he is really good at
football. He plays basketball. He loves babies and he loves cooking. So, I told him, I
said if you are going to go to school to do something, go to school to be a chef. They
make good money.
Maria shares what Edward likes to cook:
Whatever he finds in the kitchen. He puts it together. He’s the only one that is eating
it most of the time. [laughter]. But I told him, I said, yeah, you have to spend a lot of
time with me in the kitchen and he asks to help quite a bit. Yeah.

WHAT HAPPENDED TO MY SON

148

Feeling Uncertain of Others
Anna’s perspective. Anna referred to a previous, more supportive teacher who
offered support by telling Anna that her son is not “that child.” While volunteering at the
school, Anna described the child who is the “bad child” at school. She explained that she
believes this student may have ADHD and that he is very active. She further explained that
she has observed this other student running around the class when all of the other students are
seated. After observing this student, Anna stated, “My son is not the bad kid, but he is
perceived as one of those bad Black boys.”
Anna discerned that she dislikes this perceived title of her son, but she has told him
that there is more to life beyond this school. She told her son the following:
When you get older, you’re gonna get a job and if your boss tells you to do
something, even if you don’t like it, your gonna have to do it or you’re not gonna
have a job. You’re gonna be sitting at home.
Anna further explained that she has told her son that it does not stop there:
You’re gonna have to internalize it, because when you get older…The other day in
our society a Black guy got pulled over for a ticket and got shot by the police
officer….You can get pulled over and if you get an attitude, you can get shot. If you
get an attitude, the cops will retaliate and shoot you. You can’t be talking rough to the
police. They are killing our Black boys, just because you get upset you gotta learn to
learn to let it go. It’s not worth it, so that’s what I try to tell him. They may go off on
you a little, but you can’t let that affect you so you can’t function, or you will be the
one in trouble. I try to make him look at it like it’s not this little stuff. This little stuff
can get bigger and bigger and that is one of my fears.
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Ingrid’s perspective. Ingrid explained that her son’s seventh grade year was better
but that he still hated school:
He didn’t want to do his work, and he was still involved in the gang. I tried to keep
him in sports so he could have some type of positive influences in his life. He was a
part of the soccer, track, and swimming team.
According to Shull, Dowda, and Sanders (2019), physical activity offers pertinent health
benefits to children and youth, and national guidelines suggest that school-aged youth
accumulate 60 minutes of moderate-to-vigorous physical activity (MVPA) each day.
Maria’s perspective. Maria maintained that the school developed a plan for her son,
Edward, to work with a support staff person:
You know, he had, it’s really crazy. There was a behavioral specialist that would see
him. They took her all the way out of the loop. She was an African American person.
Because they don’t want you to know. Because they want to do what they want to do
to hold Edward back even more. He wasn’t comfortable with them. He didn’t feel
secure with them so, what does he do? He acts out. You know. He does, and I don’t
excuse bad behavior, don’t get me wrong. I check him, I was like, I’ll defend you
right or wrong, but I’m gonna correct you at the same time. You have to still do right.
I’m gonna still defend you, you are a kid, these adults are not doing what they are
supposed to do, and that’s the point that I brought to them. Why do you expect him to
do what he’s supposed to do, when you are not?
Black students who knowingly deal with these stereotypes may inadvertently perform
in ways that support teachers’ and administrators’ beliefs (Steele, Spencer, & Aronson,
2002). Although stereotype threat is usually conceptualized as an anxiety-related process that
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affects intellectual performance in high-pressure situations, this process may also affect
young people who believe that their behavior will be misconstrued by school authority
figures. Anxiety or stress stemming from this concern may affect young people’s cognitive
processing and consequently their behavior during tense teacher–student interactions that
have the possibility to result in disciplinary action.
Maria reveals her feelings related the school using other alternatives before
disciplining Edward:
Call me. You have a redirect room. There was a certain person, he was a special ed
guy, he was an African American man, who came to him every morning to ask him
what were the five things that we are gonna focus on today? It’s like, I’m just giving
you an example, I don’t remember verbatim. Respect, be courageous, strive for
excellence, you know, some positive things and, there were times where they
bypassed all of that and just sent him to the office to send him home, and that was a
number of times. They would get tired or irritated and say forget it. We are not going
by this. That’s how I feel and that is in fact how it ended up being. Because if he
could go 2 whole weeks without anything and he was under medication, understand
that if he was on medication all that time and I’m giving you these suggestions of
what to do, there’s something wrong with the kid that he has no control of, but, they
did not care.
Maria discussed how she handled problems Edward was having on the football team:
Um, they had kicked him off the football team twice this year, and I had to go talk to
the coach. I was like, I said, you have to let him play football. I said, he’s a kid, he’s
got a lot of emotional and behavioral issues. I said, that is what football is supposed to
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be about. Control, character, la, la, la. Well no, he’s disrespectful. I said, I don’t think
he is disrespectful. He probably gives you, the I don’t care look, but he won’t say
anything to you to be disrespectful. But he will give you a look he gives. I get those
looks from him and it makes me want to choke him until…but I said, I’m not going to
do that. I’m just saying, he has a look about himself that will make any adult angry
especially when you are talking to him and directing him to do something, but you
just have to be persistent….So, they let him stay and he’s actually doing pretty good
and the coach actually said, oh your son didn’t get into trouble today. I said, well
thank you for that positive feedback. So, I’m thinking that’s all, you know, it’s just
little steps at a time towards a better Edward. He needs to know that he has support. It
helps him to know that someone really cares, and I’ve made it known to him. I’ve
said, I’m really going out on a limb for you and apparently no matter what you do,
I’m still going out on a limb for you, because I care. I say, there is no one else there to
do that but me. I say, so I need you to do this for me. Do your best at all times and do
right no matter how hard it is for you. Just do it right and then you will get better
results.
Maria summarized Edward’s involvement with the football team:
This is his first year. They’ve been practicing all summer, they do year-round. He was
involved in a community football team, yeah, he was. He did not have any problems
that I was aware of, not that I know of. I did hear one of the coach’s saying one time,
because I would travel to their games when they were there too, twice a week, and he
says, man do such and such so you don’t get into trouble and you could play football.
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So, it must have been something going on but because I wasn’t physically there, no
one hardly ever called me.
Maria described her son’s relationships at school:
Mr. Rivers was an African American special education teacher. Because he showed
interest in Edward, and his well-being and there was one other teacher, and I cannot
remember his name, but he said Edward came into the class and he was like, he had
this fish on the wall and Edward knew exactly what kind of fish it was, he said, kids
don’t just do that. He says, I knew he knew about fish. He said do you mind if he
stays after school with me sometimes and I can teach him how to fly fish? Well,
before he could get there he got kicked out of school. When I say, every time the
phone rung and I would see his school on there, my heart just beat, to the point that I
started laughing about it. I’m so sick of you all. I said I’m just really tired of you,
because I said no matter what Edward does, you’re the adult, you should be in
control, you can’t reach him? Oh, maybe if it were another kid of another ethnicity,
then maybe you would. That’s just where I had to take it because that’s just how I
felt…. I said I’m really sick of hearing from you, especially Ms. Barnes or whatever
her name was. She was the main one, never came to any IEP meetings or anything.
She had no input; she did not want to be in those meetings at all. She had no interest
about Edward’s well-being as far as his education. She was maybe assistant principal,
or I don’t know what her exact title was, even the student advocate said it’s apparent,
that she cares less about Edward’s well-being.
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Maria highlighted other reasons her son was suspended other than deleting a class
project:
Let’s see, what else did he do? I think he was using inappropriate language on the bus
from a football game or something. Oh, there was a fight in the locker room. He got
suspended for eight days with a kid that was actually fighting. They got suspended for
one day.
Physical aggression is comprised of behaviors intended to result in physical injury, such as
hitting, slapping, and biting, social aggression denotes to behaviors designed to cause harm to
an individual’s social status or friendships (Dodge et al., 2006; Underwood, 2003).
Maria expressed her uncertainty when Edward received eight days of out-of-school
suspension, and the student he fought received one day:
I don’t know, I don’t know, and I asked that. He was helping his cousin was the story.
He was helping his cousin, but his cousin only got out for one day and he got eight. I
wondered why he got eight days. I never got the answer to that, and he was in the
bathroom, he wouldn’t go directly to class because of whatever teacher it was he did
not like which is not a good enough answer for me. I’m like just do what the adults
tell you to do, as long as they are not mistreating you, and if that is the case you need
to come talk to me, and then I can talk to the teacher and see what is going on, but
you can’t just be out of class…. Oh, they were rolling dice in the bathroom. Where
did you get dice from? From my friend. What else was it? That’s a lot.
Maria explained the frequency of her son’s incidents and phone calls from the school:
I don’t think he was doing stuff every day. And there were sometimes they shouldn’t
have called me. I was like, are you are serious, you are really calling me for…now
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you are being petty. Did he break a pencil or something? Oh no, he was writing on his
arm with a magic marker, I said, was he disrupting the class? Did anybody else see
him? Did he have the classes’ attention, or did it just make you angry? They called
me, what else was it? I got all these papers at home. I’m never throwing them away, I
need them. I should have brought them and then I could have given you specific dates
and all of that, just stuff, stuff. Well, I’m different from them, I relate to kids no
matter what they are going through. I’ve been a kid, think about it, but I think it is
beyond that. I’m believing that if it was a White kid, they would do more to help
them than harm him. They’d take into consideration what a child might be going
through at home or are they eating, or just by their attire, especially when a parent
tells you what’s going on. I’m a testament to that. With people, even at 55, I don’t
think anybody should judge anyone by what their race is because if you’ve been
through anything you don’t know what people are going through and that’s why
people go and break stuff. You know what I’m saying? That kind of thing. I don’t
mean to be rambling.
Maria expounded on Edward’s peer group:
I’d sometimes have a lot of football players at my house. I think he was still in the
phase of that separation anxiety from his dad. So, I mean, he had a connection with
kids at his school, but they knew that he had some issues. They were like, uh, uh, uh,
when I take him back to school, they were like, what’s up. They were shaking their
heads and they would come, say he reacted bad in school. They even mess with him
now. Edward was cussing and Edward was doing this. He was like “no Mom, they are
just trying to get me into trouble.” They were like, “no we are just playing, it ain’t
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nothing.” But, that’s how they do each other, and he would do the same thing. Hey
James, why are you getting kicked out of school? It’s like, man, quit saying that I’m
getting kicked out of school. I ain’t, you know, stuff like that. But they try to tell him.
They try to tell him, man you better act right. You better do the right thing. So, they
kinda they hold each other accountable that way.
Maria stated:
Yeah, he has the same classmates, some of the same classmates and everything, but
he’s in high school, he doesn’t want to make himself ashamed, so he is trying as good
as he can, because the upper classmen hold him accountable. They have football
workouts on the weekends. If he is not doing what he’s supposed to be doing, they
put him out. “They put me out, mom.” I said, the coach? “No, the varsity team, they
spoofed me out.”
Maria explained that spoofed out means that you are put out of the weight room: “‘Cause he
was laughing. Yup. So, they hold him accountable.”
Maria imputed how Edward’s siblings also help him:
Then he has his older brothers and sisters that do the same thing. They hold him
accountable. Why don’t you take the garbage out? Take the garbage out, clean the
bathroom, everybody has their own chores, so I make sure you are clean. Keep your
room clean, bathe daily, you don’t have to share a toothbrush here. You know, that
kind of thing. So, he’s getting it. He’s getting it.
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Although Maria feels that Edward took her advice, she described an incident at
school:
They just called me and told me when they were going to kick him out. They bypassed the redirection room, which is what they have for him, something like that
which is a room where he can go to chill out or they give him a chill out pass.
Sometimes they didn’t and sometimes they did. Until there was this one particular
teacher who just refused to do it. Well, she wasn’t a teacher, she was the student
advocate, something or other. She didn’t care about Edward at all.
Maria discussed two school staff members that helped Edward at school:
Maybe. Mr. Rivers and I believe she is a social worker. I remember her, or a
counselor, one or the other. Two in particular that didn’t, and all of them would be in
the room when we would go for those meetings, and I’d just sit and listen until I just
couldn’t listen no more and I’d wait until they’d finish and interject. I hear what
everybody is saying, but you are still disregarding what I’m saying about the child
that I brought into this world. I know his capabilities and I know his downfalls, and
you still are not addressing what I’m saying to you that would help this kid. I said,
there’s not one person in this school that can take Edward up under their wing?
“Well, we have 700,” I don’t care about your other 700 kids, that shouldn’t even
come across this table, these kids, we are not talking about these kids. We are talking
about one child that nobody in this school can reach. That’s how it was when I was in
school. It was always somebody that can reach a child no matter how many problems
they had; somebody could reach that child. You know what I’m saying? It wasn’t a
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Caucasian school. It was…there were Caucasian kids there, but it was a
predominantly Black school. Which we don’t ever have any more.
Maria described the demographics at Edward’s school:
I think it was a mixture. It was a mixture, ‘cause they come from a more affluent area.
Then some other areas have a predominantly Black neighborhood they go to these
schools. But I’ve heard many, many, many stories about the same exact thing. When I
say the same exact, and how is it same exact? Unless it is a Black child which is
sickening. You know, you advocated to educate all kids and if they need extra, you
have extra money to get outside resources to help kids that need special help. You do
it for the special education specific kids, why not for the kids with IEPs and 504s that
are African American? Why not? They just don’t have the resources they said.
Maria discussed the support that came to her home:
About the behavioral specialist, she came to our house a couple of times. At one
point, they booted her out. She was out of the loop mysteriously. She was like, why
wasn’t I in the loop? I said because they don’t want you in the loop, and that was
blatant. They were told to kick her out. Why? Well, because she needs to deal with
this that and the other, she has to go to other schools. But it is still part of her job to
hit every school in the district and Edward was one of her students, not projects, but
kids that she kept notes and tabs on.
Maria describes how Edward responded to the behavior specialist that came to the home.
“He did okay with her. He did okay. But like I said, they, at a point they didn’t even want her
involved anymore.”
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Feeling Falsely Accused
Erica’s perspective. Erica stated:
I was literally in the building every week. With all the challenges we were having, I
decided to sit in on a few classes. I wanted to watch the teacher, observe the teacher
see how they interact with students, and see what the instruction looks like, because
that’s my area of expertise. So, I sat in on one particular class day, and there was
White male in his class. The administrator at the time tried to suspend my son for
three days because the teacher thought they heard my son tell him to shut up. My son
was talking to a kid, but the administrator insisted that my son was talking to him. So,
I sat in on a class. I heard a student, not of color, tell the teacher to shut up and it
wasn’t handled with the kid being suspended. He was sent to the back of the room.
He had an IEP. He has some challenges, I think this student is Autistic or something
of that nature, so they called a counselor into the room, no, a social worker came to
the room, talked to him, went to the back room of the classroom, then he came out,
put his head down in class, and that’s how he spent the whole rest of the class time.
Put his head down in class. No one tried to suspend him, no one called the parent,
none of that happened.
Based on the described incident, Erica explained that she filed a motion against the school to
revoke her son’s suspension:
They actually honored it, so my son was not suspended for that, but I had to go
through all of that to have them reverse that decision. I ended up sitting down with
the administrator, about what I observed in class from an instructional standpoint. I
was just displeased all the way around. My son always ends up with the teachers who
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start late, like they aren’t present, and who have low quality instruction and gave out
inaccurate information in the lesson to our kids. They lack a lot of awareness in terms
of students with disabilities and how to manage disabilities and they seem to be more
empathetic to students not of color.
A present review of the literature on classroom management in urban and racially
diverse schools advises that mutual respect and encouraging personal relationships between
teachers and students creates a foundation for successful classroom management, and that
good classroom management may decrease the rate of exclusionary discipline in schools
(Milner & Tenore, 2010). However, some teachers’ pre-existing stereotypes may impede the
development of positive and respectful relationships with their Black students and may
therefore contribute to disciplinary disproportionality.
Erica continued that her classroom observation, motivated her to continue to advocate
for her son:
It took me going back and forth with them the entire school year, and I even
threatened to file a complaint with the federal government. It took me doing all of that
to get my son put into a different learning environment.
Erica stated that Otis was placed in a different class, with a different teacher, and a
different set of teachers: “I was happier with that outcome, but again it was the last month of
school. So, he pretty much missed the whole year of instruction at that point, and its
reflective in his state assessment scores.”
Aberrant behaviors, such as classroom disruption and minimal spans of inattention,
can be viewed as particularly threatening to overall test scores (Hinshaw & Scheffler, 2014;
Lyons & Drew, 2006). Not only do students with behavior problems score lower on
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standardized tests than students without behavior problems, but their disruptive and
inattentive behavior has an adverse impact on their classmates' performance, jeopardizing
school and district averages (Figlio & Getzler, 2006; Hinshaw & Scheffler, 2014).
Erica described when Otis was suspended from riding the school bus for five days:
I pick him up because we had challenges on the bus at one point. I had the bus person
accuse him of doing something to another kid, and it wasn’t my son. I literally had to
go sit down with the director of transportation and had her review film because they
have videos on the busses. I had her review film to this incident that they say. A
parent called, and they just said a first name and they just assumed it was my child.
They didn’t review film, they just suspended him until further review, and I wasn’t
having that. I had to go meet with them, they apologized they were wrong, that’s fine,
everyone makes mistakes but I just decided we’d take the bus if we have to, but other
than that I will pick him up, so I picked him up.
The following is an excerpt from an article that discusses the due process rights for
students:
At the beginning of this school year, students on a bus were playfully throwing
peanuts at one another. A peanut accidentally hit the White female bus driver, who
immediately pulled over to call the police. After the police arrived, the bus diverted to
the courthouse, where the children were questioned. Five African American males,
ages 17 and 18, were then arrested for felony assault which carries a maximum of five
years in prison. The Sheriff commented to one newspaper, “This time it was peanuts,
but if we don’t get a handle on it, the next time it could be bodies.” The young men
were also suspended from school and their bus privileges were withdrawn. After an
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attorney intervened on the students’ behalf, the charges were dropped, but all five
young men, who were juniors and seniors, have since dropped out of school due to
lack of transportation to travel the 30 miles to their school in this poor, rural county in
the Mississippi, Delta. One of the young men told us, “I [would have] gone to
college. Maybe I could have been a lawyer.” (Freeman, 2007, p. 638)
Erica uses other strategies that include keeping Otis busy:
I try to keep him active and consistent and being active is a big part of it. I think it
helps him in having success. My parents brought me up that way, I was always
involved in stuff, I was in sports, I was in clubs, groups, I did karate, I was always in
stuff, I keep Otis really active and I think it helps with some of his excess energy.
Erica further stated that she pays for her son to be involved in a community organization
basketball team. “I pay for it, but it keeps him occupied.” Cross-sectional research has
continually shown that participants in youth sport programs are inclined to be more
physically active, utilize more energy, and spend more time in MVPA than their non-sport
participant peers (Shull, Dowda, Saunders, McIver, & Pate, 2019).
Ursula and Harold’s perspective. Ursula reflected on how she feels about Thomas’s
behavior being documented at school:
Another issue is once they begin doing all of these write-ups, a long list of write ups
on the kids, that stuff would follow them to the next school. So, all of the teachers or
the principal would do is just look in the record, and they don’t let them be who he is.
So, then they almost use the same language when he got in trouble. Look in the
record, oh used inappropriate language, using this, adding on, making their own
records for the school he was going to.
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Harold asserted the following:
Well they did not make their own record, what they did was follow the record. If he
went to a certain school, and they wrote him up, they tend to write him up using that
very same language as the other school, so they stayed consistent with language of
how they wrote those kids up, so that one day if they have to answer to this, then we
can go back five years and say, “you see here, he has the same problems he had in
those other schools.” I’m looking at the language, your using the same language to
vilify this child, so now were gonna put this kid in a different category. Were gonna
say he’s a problem kid, were gonna say he’s a special needs kid. You know we’re
gonna go through everything, but not admit the fact that you’re not teaching this kid.
You have a preference in the kids you will teach. White kids get preference, Black
kids do not. Black kids get written up on an everyday basis. I had a parent, who was
going through hell and back with her child, he seemed like he was a nice kid once you
talked to him, but they had already stereotyped him and already put him in this
system like my wife said.
Stereotypes, which are beliefs about the behaviors and traits that generally
characterize a group of people, allow people to predict and describe another individual’s
behavior. It has been hypothesized that all stereotypes are based on attributions that entail
stable causes and characteristics (Reyna, 2000). In other words, stereotypes suggest people to
believe that stereotypical behaviors will recur whether or not they are controllable or
uncontrollable (e.g., lack of effort or lack of ability) or due to external or internal causes
(e.g., poor home life or oppositional values).
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Ursula expressed her feelings about her son:
We were not gonna let him be a failure. We would listen to them, but we knew
Thomas. We knew he was not a fighter; we knew he was not gonna be picking a fight
with someone. They had to be bothering him first, and we knew that he was a smart
kid. We were taking him from school to school trying to make sure he gets an
education and make sure he did not end up type casted like he was a problem child.
Ursula and Harold admitted that Thomas has been suspended 30 to 40 days in high
school and eight or nine days in the eighth grade for never fighting, but for using language in
school that they deemed inappropriate. Although the presence of disciplinary
disproportionality and its negative connotations are undeniable, its proximal causes are less
certain. Overall, however, there is minimal evidence to suggest that Black students are
overrepresented in the school disciplinary system for purely objective reasons (for a review,
see Gregory et al., 2010). The differential discipline of Black students and White students for
the same offenses proposes that bias is an important factor in disproportionality (The Civil
Rights Project, 2010).
Harold purported the following:
He never fought; he was never physically touching anyone. They showed footage of
him, moving a chair to the side and he sat on the chair and his posture said he was
getting ready to fight. Even though there was no contact between these kids, they
never fought each other. Thomas never ever fought anyone, their perception was, well
if the teacher had not of came, he would have fought. They were terrible, I thought it
was the worst school system. They don’t do the girls as bad. I really feel bad for these
kids, especially the boys.
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During late childhood through early adolescence, most children participate in physical
aggression intermittently or do not engage in physical aggression at all (Boxer, Rowell
Huesmann, Bushman, O’Brien, & Moceri, 2009; Broidyet al., 2003; Dodge et al., 2006).
Harold expounded how they sought additional support for Thomas in school:
We had advocates, the last one was so appalled. He was White, he was appalled about
the system and the way they were doing this kid. He would just stand there just blown
away that they were suspending Thomas for this length of time and they would. My
problem at a certain point, is they’re trying to write him up, for not having any
interaction in the classroom. If he was being quiet, then that’s a problem. They’re
calling saying I’m asking him a question and he’s not saying anything…you told him
not to talk in class. What the hell you want him to say? This is real stuff with these
idiots you tell him to shut the hell up, now you’re saying, well he’s not interacting.…
Oooh did I want to reach out and touch her. It took a lot to just keep my wig on,
because they’re were really trying me. I’m thinking, you just don’t know, but you
can’t prepare a kid for these scenarios in these schools when everything these kids are
doing is inappropriate…everything.
Maria’s perspective. Maria described an incident when Edward deleted a class
assignment:
He did it. Yeah, they tried to go in and block him from doing it. Someone had made
him mad after all of that, someone had made him angry or something happened to
make him mad and so…no, he told someone I’m going to delete it. So, they went into
the computer to block him from deleting it and he figured how to get in anyway. It
was the class computers. And one of the students, this is what I got, oh, he upset one
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of the student’s so bad and they went home crying to their parents and blah, blah,
blah. Okay. So, they expelled him for that reason. And everything else, after he’s
been suspended for everything else, they added that on, so, they said, oh Edward
needs to take some time off to get himself together and go to a therapist and just
really think about what it is that he wants to do with his education.
Maria contended that Edward was suspended from school for a while after this
incident:
I don’t remember. It was months, months. We had multiple meetings. Like four to
five if not more. From the time of that incident and him being out of school, was there
actually a meeting to sit down and talk about what he did and how that related to his
disability with the superintendent, I believe we had something like that. But it wasn’t
conducted properly. It was an illegal expulsion. Pretty much because when the
student advocate supervisor talked to the superintendent, he let him know that he
wrongfully expelled him and that he had to let him back in school. When we went
back for that, they made it like, well you are going to have to do such and such, why
should I trust what you are going to…they made it more about what Edward was
doing other than you expelled him for the wrong reason. They made it about that.
Maria illustrated the room for Edward’s expulsion hearing:
We had extra people in there that weren’t in there before. It was just the
superintendent, three of the school staff and myself. When we went back there, there
was a referee, the superintendent, and some other person in front and then more of
school staff, some extra school staff, and me and the student advocate. We were
prepared, bringing along Edward with me this time. The first time he didn’t go,
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because I didn’t know I was supposed to bring him. They never told me that. So, it
was dreadful, dreadful, I felt like, they are really pushing my kid to be a menace to
society. That is just how I felt. He knew it. When we would go for IEP meetings, he
would not talk to them. He just didn’t, when the student advocate would ask do you
feel comfortable, he would say, “No.” Well, do you trust anybody in here? He said,
“No.” They are like, well why? Do you feel like they are after you? He said, “Yes.”
Which is sad. It is really sad.
Feeling of Unfairness
Erica’s perspective. Erica discussed when her son was suspended off of the bus:
“And it was like for five days. It was based on hearsay. I’m like where do they do that at?
I’ve never heard of that.” Erica highlighted her conversation with her son Otis regarding the
incident on the bus:
He said I don’t even sit next to that kid mom. Like his response was really genuine he
had no idea what I was even talking about. So, I knew he wasn’t telling a story. He’s
usually not a storyteller. But I was like he’s telling the truth; He didn’t even know
what I’m talking about. And they just pretty much gave him a note and said, “You
can’t ride the bus for five days, your suspended.” I’m like nope we’re not doing that.
So, I called up to the transportation office, and talked to the guy. He was the one who
took the call when I called. He’s a dispatcher, and he got nasty with me. Told me I’m
gonna do what he wants me to do. I said, “No, I’m gonna do what you want me to do?
I’m gonna talk to the director and your being rude.” So, I ended up having to file a
report against him as well. They just didn’t handle it well to me. That whole situation,
that lady that’s over transportation is surprisingly a Black woman.
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Harold’s perspective. Harold described how their son’s journey during school was
so difficult, that he decided to stop attending and earned his GED shortly afterwards. Harold
revealed how he felt when his son was in middle school:
So middle school for me was somewhat trying, due to things my son had to endure.
There were a few incidents that happened with Thomas when some of the teachers I
felt, kinda double-teamed the kid, if they don’t like a kid with a strong opinion, like
Thomas. He was subject to a lot of unfairness throughout the school system. It didn’t
seem to matter if we went to the principal or over their heads. They all seemed to
collectively agree. They didn’t seem to have a lot of insight into how to reach out. So,
I wasn’t comfortable with middle school. It became so uncomfortable that one of his
middle schools prevented me from actually coming to the school. They actually made
up a story that I had been threatening administrators, and I didn’t know anything
about it. They actually made that story up to keep me out of the school.
Harold further explained that he spoke with the school’s resource officer assigned to the
school. He was informed that a concerned parent had come forward and suggested that
Harold had said things. Harold responded:
It was kinda difficult for me to defend that information. I went to the police that was
there, he claimed he did not know anything about what the school system was talking
about. They sent me a formal letter saying that a parent heard you say something, and
it was kinda weird because I never talked to any of the parents at that school.
School resource officers (SROs) serve a myriad of responsibilities, including
protecting campuses from outside threats and educating students about safety and the law.
However, SROs can also fill another role; they can participate in daily school discipline
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issues and administer punishments for student behavior. Despite the fact that reported crimes
against students have declined in recent decades, suspensions and expulsions have become
more commonplace, increasing by nearly 200% between 2000 and 2014 and affecting
Hispanic and Black students at 1.5 to over three times the rate of White students (Iyengar &
DeVoe, 2003; U. S. Department of Education Office for Civil Rights, 2014; Zhang, MusuGillette, & Oudekerk, 2016).
Harold then posited how he felt about unfairness:
We had a big problem with the unfairness and how the kid was being treated because
they want you to go through these progressions with the school system, the principal,
then the superintendent, and all these people seem to be unfair.
Ursula and Harold’s perspective. Ursula shared her perspective, when her son
Thomas was suspended for calling another student a name: “He got suspended for saying are
your gay? Because a kid blew in his ear. That’s bullying.” Harold shared his perspective
related to his son Thomas being suspended:
A lot of the times when our kids are getting suspended, it was literally they were
writing rules as they went along. Literally nothing in the rule book that would exist,
and for me personally being an African American. These teachers did not like parents
especially the male parents coming back challenging them on any decision they
would make. This school was suspending kids for nine months or three months, even
though they did not have anything in the guidelines or in black n’ white in writing
that gave you an idea of what the kid could say or couldn’t say. They would make it
up on the fly. We would ask, “Where is the rule book?” I noticed they would say
from my perspective, they would always interject with an African American man or
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woman…. We all know someone in the system that has kids and livelihoods. To be
put in a position to take sides, you felt them either wanting to say something or do
something, but these people are caught between a hard place and their jobs. I
understand the politics of let’s go get an African American to talk to him, or let’s go
get the Black teacher.
Harold further imputed how he liked his son’s math teacher, but always felt that he
was trying to tell him something:
I can’t think of Thomas’ math teacher’s name, but I think he was a pretty cool guy,
but sometimes he would say some things, you know that look-don’t say that I said
this, but I’m gonna say this. I think that he bent over backwards as much as he could
to accommodate Thomas as much as he could and suggested that Thomas come to
him if you feel that the teacher is stressing you out. We would all sit in these meetings
and we went to a few different meetings that we would all sit in with these teachers
and principals were all so accommodating…yeah, yeah he can go into Mr. so and so’s
room if he feels like he is having a bad day…hell, every day was a bad day. Every
freaking day was a bad day. I felt so bad for not just my son, there were other kids in
there being suspended…just ridiculous. These kids weren’t even fighting. Most kids
tend to fight or do something. They would go off and suspend kids for three months
for saying things they thought was inappropriate. Nothing in writing though…you
call somebody crazy, that’s inappropriate for Thomas’ school, that’s how they did it.
Summary
Out-of-school suspensions surely impact the trajectory of African American male
students; however, it is underestimated how school punishments impact the parents and
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caretakers. Bell (2020) asserted that both the Black students and their parents perceive outof-school suspension as unfair because school administrators marginalize their voice during
the disciplinary process, and students feel that school administrators target them for out-ofschool suspension based on their choice of hair, style of dress, and music preference. The
propensity and depth of this phenomena ultimately creates further physical separation
between African American males and the school setting. Each of the participants
expressively shared their perspectives through both stories and statements, as well as
suggestions for school leaders.
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Chapter 5: Discussion
“The function of education is to teach one to think intensively and to think critically.
Intelligence plus character-that is the goal of true education.” —Martin Luther King, Jr.,
leader of the Civil Rights Movement, activist, Christian minister.
Overview of Study
This study examined the perspective of parents, many who identified single
parenthood, family conflict, attention deficit hyperactivity disorder, gang affiliation, or just a
sheer dislike of school as some factors that their sons were experiencing while trying to
attend school. Interestingly, none of these identifiers are specific to any race or the African
American race, so what makes the outcome different for African American male students?
According to Yearby (2015), structural racial bias within the health-care system, which
provides healthcare grounded on ability to pay, not need, rejects many African Americans
lacking money or insurance access to medically necessary healthcare. There is no known
genetic, biological, or medical rational specific to African American male students associated
with having problems in school; therefore, the existing narrative and the stereotype threats
must significantly shift.
Discussion of the Findings
The identified factors by the participants in this study must be considered in order for
school stakeholders to gain a better understanding and to improve their partnerships in the
educational journeys of African American male students. Moving forward, all perspectives
and continued research much occur.
All of the participants in this study expressed awareness and identified steps taken
outside of the school setting to assist their sons, such as counseling, medical treatment,
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participation in sports, increased personal time, classroom visits, seeking assistance from
advocates, and reaching out to school administrators, including the superintendent. All of the
participants expressed wanting to be a partner with the schools to help their sons. During
follow-up interviews, one overarching theme was recurring: Less compassion was shown
once their sons made mistakes or displayed poor behavior in school in comparison to their
same-age peers.
Continuous dissection of this problem, examined through the epistemological
framework of critical race and ecological theory and through parent participants, was
anticipated to shed a new hue of light on the problem at hand. Singer (2005) articulated how
critical race theory will be used, not only as a framework, but also a tool for deconstruction,
reconstruction, and construction. Deconstruction of unfair structures and discourses,
reconstruction of human agency, and construction of equitable and socially just relations of
power. Bronfenbrenner (1977) posited that the ecological theory explains how family and
parental factors have the ability to protect against negative peer influences, implying a
moderating role of family and peer variables that has been discussed throughout this report;
hence, further validating a dire need to engage in frank dialogue with parents to add firsthand
knowledge to the academy, which in return will disseminate to schools across America.
Many African American male students have stories of minimal engagement in school,
typically after leaving the elementary setting. Lozada, Jagers, Smith, Bañales, and Hope
(2017) imputed that Black adolescents in particular account for increased rates of racial
discrimination experiences within schools from both peers and teachers. These boys are often
accused of frequent classroom disruption; referred for special education services; receive
numerous disciplinary referrals and out-of-school suspensions; and excluded from school or
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class extracurricular activities, field trips, and most importantly, instructional time. These
types of exclusionary practices result in many African American males feeling isolated,
unsupported, and academically unengaged in school. Increasingly the challenging and
impersonal nature of middle school may increase the risk that teachers will in fact perceive
and respond to students in stereotypical ways. With more students to supervise, teachers have
less time to focus on each individual student, decreasing opportunities to individuate
students, which can mitigate stereotyping (Locksley, Hepburn, & Ortiz, 1982; Pratto &
Bargh, 1991; Rubinstein, Jussim, & Stevens, 2018). Teachers must also make many microdecisions rapidly, often under significant pressure, even when teachers do not endorse
stereotypes explicitly.
Prior Research
My findings are similar to other research that has found that school disengagement
can lead to an unintended relationship with the penal system for African American male
students. As previously stated, more than 30 years of research on this topic has been
completed, yet the problem continues. My findings demarcate the unexplored path of gaining
the parent and caretaker perspectives of African American male students. Studies have
shown that parents play a key role in shaping a child’s educational experience through
neighborhood selection, mediating peer relationships, and assisting with school activities
(Hill & Tyson 2009; Gonzalez-DeHass, Willems, & Holbein, 2005). Knowing the
importance of parental involvement in a child’s educational experiences, it is essential to
understand how parents perceive school discipline.
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Implications of the Study
The implications of this research are vast. First, this research contributes to a small
body of research that focuses only on the perspectives of the parents and caretakers of
African American male students and their out-of-school suspensions during middle school.
Bell (2020) revealed that in view of research that confirms racial disparities in school
discipline account for as much as one-fifth of the achievement gap between Black and White
students (Morris & Perry, 2016), there is a need to distinguish how Black families perceive
school discipline. The dearth of research in this area prevents educational stakeholders from
understanding how school discipline influences Black families and serves as a barrier to the
development of inclusive classrooms. While there is a plethora of research on African
American males and school discipline, it is gained usually through the perspectives of
teachers, administrators, students, or coaches. Prior research indicates that within a school
system that privileges White middle-class norms, aesthetics, and parenting styles, the
parental involvement practices of African American parents are often pathologized.
Educators are inclined to presume African American parents are uninvolved or do not care
about their children’s education (Cooper, 2005; Fine, 1993). When educators interact with
African American parents, the parents’ behaviors are frequently misconstrued as hostile and
uninformed (Diamond & Gomez, 2004; Lareau & Horvat, 1999). Subsequently, many
African American parents describe schools as a place where they feel unwelcomed and
excluded (Abrams & Gibbs, 2002; Noguera, 2001).
This research is unique and significant due to its sole focus of highlighting and
sharing the voices of the parents and caretakers only. This endeavor was important to provide
this group of parents with a platform to share their perspective and input on the phenomena.
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The parents and caretakers of African American male students have been overlooked for
many years. It was both significant and pertinent to address this valuable step that has been
continuously missed, while attempting to both understand and resolve the problem of
continuous school discipline that results in out-of-school suspensions.
Second, The Compulsory School Attendance Laws note that all students must attend
school, which includes African American male students. Parents who do not send their
children to school or cannot prove that they are being educated outside of the compounds of
an educational setting may face severe consequences. Parents are following their own moral
obligation and following the law when they send their children to school. The scenario is
unfortunately different when it comes to African American male students. There is limited
research that states that this group of students does not attend school. According to Lozada et
al. (2017), there is substantial media, research, and policy attention centered on the
development of Black boys and young men. There is, however, extensive research that
indicates that African American male students are greatly challenged in maintaining their
place within the educational setting due to frequent and excessive disciplinary action that
include out-of-school suspensions. In this body of research, the parents of African American
males shared their compelling perspectives and unique experiences related to their son’s
encounters in school that led to out-of-school suspensions.
Third, over 30 years of research on the topic of the disparities of African American
male students in school, seemingly little has changed. This group of students continue to lag
behind their same-age peers. As evidenced in my findings, the parents who participated in
this study shared and described specific occurrences related to disabilities, perceived threat,
and childhood traumas that were not considered when they were suspended from school.
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According to Wun (2014), for nearly three decades racial formations theory has influenced
ideas, discourses, and political projects surrounding race and racism in the United States. The
theory holds that although race is a perpetual feature in the United States, the establishment,
order, and set of denotations inscribed onto racialized subjects are dependent upon historical
and political contexts. Initially, it was believed that African American male students began to
develop problems upon their entry to middle school; however, many are having problems
prior to middle school, and, for some, as early as kindergarten. According to Little and
Tolbert (2018), 4.6% of White students are suspended; the suspension rate for Black students
is 16.4%. Beginning as early as preschool, Black children, who represent only 18% of the
total preschool enrollment, account for 48% of preschool children who receive more than one
out-of-school suspension. White students, who represent as much as 43% of the total
preschool enrollment, account for only 26% of preschool children who receive more than one
out-of-school suspension. The disproportionate suspension of Black children is for the same
behaviors and actions of White students.
There are many speculations and opinions regarding who is at fault for this dilemma;
some may say it is the teachers, others may say it is the administrators, and some say it is
parents. Some educational experts may say all parties are to blame. Whomever is the culprit,
we must change the narrative and trajectory for this group of students, but the question is
how? Gaining the perspectives of African American parents is a step in the right direction,
but still, for many African American males, the outcome is the same. Many of their school
experiences are the same, resulting in excessive disciplinary action, out-of-school
suspensions, and expulsions. These consequences lead to alarming drop-out rates, dislike of
school, early entry into the penal system, and, for some, early and untimely death.
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African American male students deserve the same opportunities as their peers. School
should serve as a place of educational attainment, a place to build social skills, and most
importantly, to prepare them for the world outside of school, to appropriately compete with
their peers, for a successful space within our society.
Funds need to be allocated for early intervention services for African American male
students. This must begin with both local and federal policies being implemented to provide
better supports to attempt to change their educational trajectory.
Recommendations for School Leaders and School Policy
It is unknown why African American male students continue to face disparities in
school leading to out-of-school suspensions. It is my belief that the systematic racism that
has been present within our country, which victimized the African American race for
centuries dating back to slavery, the Middle Passage, and the continued brutality that
occurred during the Civil Rights Movement, continues to impact African American families.
African American men were targeted and were forced to accept the brunt of the hate that was
directed towards African American people. All of these specific events that occurred within
our American history, displayed a pattern of removing African American men from the fabric
of American society, through slavery, lynching, imprisonment, death, and now through the
epidemic of disturbing challenges within school settings, while attempting to obtain a sound
education.
No Child Left Behind (NCLB) placed mandates on schools to perform well
academically. It would be beneficial to persuade states to implement value-added models that
determine school performance by per student growth, opposed to their ability to pass, to
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reduce and eliminate schools from labeling and preventing students from attending and
remaining in school.
Teacher Training
Training for schools to use the growth mindset at school is also a beneficial way of
teaching students the skills of motivation to improve their academic productivity at school.
Use of the growth mindset also helps develop and maintain relationships with students and
teachers. Professional development for staff members should be carefully designed to
educate all staff members regarding the rights of all students and those with disabilities and
effective strategies for working with this population of students. Schools can also implement
specific incentive programs for students for displaying appropriate behavior in school.
Agreements with the court system to prevent relationships with the penal system should take
place to avoid any connections with law enforcement in an effort to extinguish the school-toprison pipeline.
Structuring teacher training programs that provide the “incentives and support
teachers need to set, believe in, and pursue higher goals for all students” is the first step in
this process (Ferguson, 2003, p. 468). Statistics, evidence, and real-life interventions, such as
what was shared throughout this researcher’s report, needs to be included in teacher
preparation courses for young, eager, as well as veteran, teachers to obtain a better
understanding and a level of empathy towards African American male students before
entering the classroom setting.
Curriculum and Instruction
It is my belief that generations of African American children have been deprived of
learning about African American studies due to the subject not being a required subject area
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offered within school settings. Many African American students are simply unaware of what
has occurred within our country, unless it is taught by their parents, through television, or
cinema, such as blockbusters like Roots, Selma, Eye on the Prize, Rosewood, Malcolm X,
Glory, Ali, Harriett, and Just Mercy. I also believe that if African American studies are a part
of the curriculum commencing in early elementary, African American students, specifically
males students, may have a different outlook when it comes to school, developing an
appreciation and gaining an understanding of what their ancestors endured in order for future
generations to access and acquire an education. To omit teaching African American studies
within the curriculum at school suggests ignoring or not taking accountability of how
previous American laws impacted generations of African American families, specifically
African American men.
Media outlets, such as television, must change the images portrayed of African
American males. Success is usually aligned through sports or athleticism. While this is
certainly attainable, it is not the only way. Stereotypical images of African American males
wearing doo-rags over cornrows, gold chains and sagging pants; walking with an
exaggerated, surly gait; participating in illegal drug activity; standing on the corner; driving
old-school Cadillacs; and living in the projects does not represent an entire culture. More
positive images of African American males, dressing in attire such as business suits,
graduating from college, being employed in corporate America, and residing in homes in
well-manicured tree-lined neighborhoods and subdivisions, must be subliminally projected.
Black History month, typically acknowledged in the month of February, which is also
the shortest month of the year, does not even scratch the surface of highlighting the
accomplishments that have occurred within the African American race despite centuries of
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disparity and hate. National African American Parent Involvement Day (NAAPID) is a
national call to action to get African American parents more involved in their children's
education. This initiative was created by the late Dr. Joseph Dulin, an administrator at Ann
Arbor Public Schools in 1995. NAAPID is celebrated through talent shows, poster contests,
assemblies, or guest speakers. NAAPID is for all races and is now celebrated in 49 states and
other countries. Unfortunately, NAAPID usually takes place for one day only during the
month of February.
Martin Luther King, Jr., who was instrumental in tirelessly working to gain equal
rights for African-Americans, attempted to reverse centuries of racism and hate within our
country. Although he was assassinated on April 4, 1968, it took our country 25 years for a
U.S. President to attempt to accept ownership for the past errors of the country by making
Martin Luther King (MLK), Jr., a federal holiday on January 20, 1986. The late U.S.
President Ronald Reagan signed a bill on November 2, 1983. The observance of the holiday
is recognized on the third Monday in January. Although MLK Day has been a federal holiday
since 1986, many schools remain open with no acknowledgement or no additional education
on the work and efforts of Martin Luther King, Jr., who changed the trajectory of how
African Americans were treated within American history. I would be remised if I did not note
the valiant efforts of the late U.S. President John F. Kennedy, his brother Senator Robert F.
Kennedy, and U.S. President Lyndon B. Johnson. All of them were instrumental in the height
of the Civil Rights Movement, and the attainment of African Americans gaining basic civil
rights. Awareness of anything is always a good thing. If African American students were
properly educated at a young age about their culture and the past errors in history, it is a
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possibility that a sense of pride and determination may supersede any personal, social, or
school problem that may arise.
Safe Learning Environment
It is the responsibility of the school administrator to create and maintain a safe and
conducive learning environment. It is also the personal discretion of school administrators to
determine their focus or lack of focus on specific events that could possibly infuse school
pride, specific to minority groups. Like any setting, the school setting should be a place
where students enjoy, feel welcome, and develop a sense of acceptance. This typically occurs
by being surrounded with safe, loving, and supportive individuals that students can bond and
develop future relationships. Many famous and non-famous adults have reflected that the
relationships they formed at school with teachers, administrators, secretaries, and social
workers were paramount in their development and provided a sense of love and support; the
same attributes that can be found within some family systems. In order to establish these
types of relationships, much has to occur.
The administrator must understand child psychology and their personal need of
safety, love, and acceptance. Administrators must also work hard towards developing a
culture where both students and teachers want to be and teach. If teachers are not committed
and feel devalued and unappreciated, it is difficult for them to extend this same feeling
towards their students; however, this is still no excuse to treat African American male
students differently.
Consistent use of restorative practices has proven to be an effective method of
reducing conflict and discord amongst students and adults. This practice cultivates a safe
school community, that encourages and supports students in talking about their concerns and
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differences, when conflicts arise, with the support of trained adults. The ultimate and desired
end result of utilizing restoratives practices, is to restore any intended or unintended harm
that may have occurred. Hansberry and Thorsborne (2016) asserted that the use of restorative
practices both reduces undesired behaviors and cultivates a safe learning environment.
Administrators must also develop a sense of school pride by insisting that everyone
take a part in keeping the building clean, by utilizing the garbage receptacles and student
lockers, and respecting the furnishings of the building from an aesthetic perspective. Most
importantly, the school administrator must lead by example and enforce that staff members
do the same. Little things such as greeting students by name and saying, “How are you
doing?” can go a long way in the life of a student. When these things occur, disciplinary
action is not usually required and not a staple of the school day and environment.
Administrators must also be cognizant in their role during the hiring process within their
buildings. It is important that African American students see a reflection of themselves
throughout the school day in areas other than the cafeteria, hall monitors, or other ancillary
roles. African American students are perhaps the only race who is not solely educated by
their own race in comparison to other minority groups within the United States.
Recommendations from Parents
Maintaining order and discipline are necessary in any setting to avoid chaos and to
meet the objectives of sustaining a safe, orderly learning environment. Some may say, what
are teachers and administrators supposed to do when any student is disruptive to the learning
environment? All of the participants in this study had suggestions on how they would have
liked for their son’s school administrator and teachers to respond to their son when problems
arose. They also shared what they would have done differently. This section will illustrate
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feedback from parents intended for both teacher and administrator use. During a follow-up
interview with each of the participants. They all shared what they would like school
administrators to know about both their sons and self.
Anna’s Recommendations
Anna would like for school administrators and teachers to simply remember that kids
will be kids, and that unfortunately, her son, Kevan, was unable to live up to their
expectations. If she could do anything differently, she explained that she would not have
enrolled her son in a charter school due to their moral focus component. She explained that
her son’s school had additional rules, in addition to the rules, making his behavior always a
factor. She does not believe that would have been present in a public or private school. Since
being interviewed, she explained that her son was suspended for one day for tripping in the
hallway, that the school considered it horseplay.
Ingrid’s Recommendations
Ingrid shared that when her son, Lee, had problems in school, she would have liked
for the administrators and teachers to have shown more support. She also suggested a
continuous behavior intervention plan, educational plans, goal setting, incentive charts, and
overall positive experiences in school. Ingrid further shared that she would have worked less
to spend more time with Lee, changed her personal discipline style with less spankings, and
approached the problem in a calmer manner. Ingrid further shared that Lee is currently
working on his General Education Diploma.
Erica’s Recommendations
Erica would like for school administrators and teachers to complete more research on
students with ADHD. She explained that her son Otis has really struggled due to his
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disability and that he is frustrated and that he is not intentionally misbehaving in school.
Erica further stated that she is sending the best version of her son to school and would like
for him to be accepted without punishment. Erica would further like for administrators to
understand Otis’s personal challenges related to school, provide more male teachers, and
provide a specialized curriculum for students like Otis, who have an ADHD diagnosis with
more options. Erica stated that she is doing her best with her son and that he recently began
receiving cognitive behavior therapy. Currently, Otis chose not to join the boys’ basketball
team this year and prefers to just focus on football. Since our initial interview, she explained
that he was suspended for five days for fighting and three days due to shoving another
student on the bus. Erica stated that she would like to be on the same team as the school and
would like to work together opposed to feeling like she is having an adversarial relationship.
Ursula’s Recommendations
Ursula shared that she wishes that school administrators and teachers would treat all
students the same and to look past their color. She would also like for more effort and
patience to be shown with students with challenges in school and to focus on their potential.
Ursula further stated that she would have liked for Caucasian teachers to have provided the
same leeway provided to Caucasian students to her son Thomas. Ursula wishes that she had
paid more attention to her son’s concerns when he first began having problems in school. She
also admitted she wishes she had taken the matter more seriously with more follow-up. She
admitted that she knew that her son Thomas disliked school, but as time went on, she found
that his concerns were valid. Ursula would have also gotten their student advocate involved
earlier and would have had more follow-up with Thomas’s teachers. She would have also
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kept a record or log of the incidents that occurred at school. Currently, Thomas is in Job
Corp, working on his electrician’s license.
Harold’s Recommendations
Harold explained that he would have liked for school administrators and teachers to
have been more truthful, and for charter schools to have their rules and expectations in
writing and not make up rules “as you go.” Harold would also like to see more legislation
created around the regulation of school discipline. Without it, he believes that both students
and parents are fighting a losing battle. Harold wishes that he had reached out to more people
sooner and that he had listened to his son Thomas sooner but explained that Thomas was so
young at that time that he does not believe that he was able to fully articulate what was
occurring. Harold also would have selected another school for his son, other than a charter
school, due to the extensive expectations of charter schools and overall feeling of his son
Thomas being stereotyped. Thomas is currently in Job Corp, working on his electrician’s
license.
Maria’s Recommendations
Maria explained that she would like for school administrators and teachers to learn
more about the African American culture to better understand her son Edward. She also
would like more receptiveness to presented challenges. Additionally, she would like for her
son to not be stereotyped and for a resolution to be made, opposed to ongoing punishment.
Maria is currently having her son tested and his medication reviewed to rule out factors
related to his behavior and hostility towards school. Maria recently learned that hostility is a
noted side-effect of her son’s ADHD medication and is concerned. Reportedly, Edward
dislikes school, misses his father, and is currently suspended for eight days due to fighting.
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He was also suspended two additional times since Maria was interviewed for not following
directions and throwing a chair.
Personal Reflection and Summary
After having the opportunity to meet and interview the participants in this study, it is
overwhelmingly clear to me that the disparities and challenges that African American male
students encounter in school, often leading to out-of-school suspensions, is not just specific
to the student. Their families are also greatly impacted as well. Throughout the interview
process, a range of feelings and emotions were both verbalized by the participants and noted
by me. It is apparent that all of the participants care deeply for their son’s well-being but
were uncertain of how to proceed due to anguish from their son’s extraneous circumstances.
As educators, we may all need to go back to the basics of childhood to retrace where things
may have gone wrong for African American male students. This may be beneficial to serve
as a form of review to correct the problem, to avoid future generations of African American
male students and their parents from being further statistics. African American male students
have the propensity to perform well in school, and for the academic needle to change in a
direction of promise and change through a close examination of all factors within the
ecological system for African American male students.
Examining the Front Yard
The front yard serves as a place of familiarity; it is connected to a place where one
should be able to call home. A place of safety and security and where initial relationships are
built with others in the neighborhood outside of relationships within the home. The front yard
may also serve as an initial space of learning math, through the recognition of numbers from
the home address affixed to the home and the homes of neighbors. The front yard also serves
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as practice for building peer relationships within a safe environment outside of the school
structure. Developmental milestones, such as learning to ride a bike, climbing a favorite tree,
flagging down the ice cream truck, or practicing soft skills, such as greetings with daily
visitors, such as the postal staff all occur within the front yard.
Examining the School Yard
The school yard serves as an introduction to the school. Many students are dropped
off by parents before saying their farewell for the day or ride the bus into this space. Many
students view this space as a symbol of welcome from the American flag, school sign, trees,
and windows that may represent their classrooms. The school yard serves as a reminder for
students and allows them time to prepare for the expectations that are forthcoming for a day
of learning.
Examining the Play Yard
The play yard, or playground, is a space usually where recess occurs. Many students
find immense enjoyment during recess. In fact, for some they look forward to it, tossing
around balls, racing, or socializing. Upon entry to middle school, recess usually disappears,
resulting in no external outlet for students to release excess energy, take a much-needed
break, and a space that allows a separation from instructional expectations. It is my belief
that the removal of recess upon entering middle school plays a pivotal role in student
behavior. The play yard, or recess, may define a brief sense of freedom and space from
school expectations, especially for those students who may face personal challenges with
hyperactivity and those with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder.
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Examining the Prison Yard
We teach students to avoid the prison yard, a place that they do not want to go;
however, African American male students have been entering this space at early ages and in
record numbers, many before completing their societal expectations of completing school.
The prison yard forces one to grow up independent of traditional parenting. A different
punitive type of rule and order is enforced, and if not adhered to, more time, is increased. The
honor and privilege of having the freedom to live life threw the vast opportunities that our
society presents are removed within the blink of an eye. Furthermore, after making contact
with the prison yard, even after time has been served and one has been released,
opportunities in life are limited. The prison yard is not a place where educators teach our
students about going, yet somehow, African American male students are synonymous with
the mention of the school-to-prison pipeline.
Examining the Graveyard
Unfortunately, lack of school engagement presents opportunities for African
American male students to lack adult supervision during school hours. These opportunities
can lead to personal poor decision-making, which can lead to situations of untimely and early
death. While this may be a disturbing fact, it is a reality for one too many parents and
caretakers of African American male students.
Recommendations for Future Research
It is my belief that conducting a larger yet similar study in different settings, such as
rural or urban communities, are beneficial to the topic of gaining the parent perspectives of
African American males students and their out-of-school suspensions during middle school.
While our nation is witnessing an intensified racial climate, and more interest in mitigating
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and eliminating inequitable behavior towards Brown and Black boys and men, the time is
now. A qualitative survey instrument similar to the one that derived from my initial findings,
could significantly extend and impact this crucial topic and yield a greater sample. It is also
probable that this qualitative research is perhaps generalizable in broader, various
communities. Qualitative researchers recognize that if one phenomenon is discovered to be
plausible in one context, there is a possibility that similar characteristics exist beyond the
original research site.
Conclusion
We must all work together to change the narrative for African American male
students. We must stop generalizing them all as bad and villainizing this group of students.
Poor judgement, bad decision-making, and other adolescent discretions cannot continue to
overshadow their educational journeys in schools. We must all make plausible efforts to see
their potential and to cease making uncanny judgments and opinions on their actions. The
end result of success must remain the goal while working with any student who may present
challenging behaviors. Past behaviors of epistolary actions of describing infractions and
discretions must be replaced with grants, research, and funding towards fully traumainformed schools and all of its staff members, as well as school-wide positive behavior
incentives and supports, that can change the trajectory for African American male students.
School clemency, tolerance, and acceptance must become the framework for working with
African American male students moving forward.
African American parents have no intentions of sending their sons into the fray upon
their arrival to school. Poor judgment, bad decision-making, and immature mistakes should
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certainly be addressed in school, yet they should not introduce African American male
students into a lifelong spiral of disparity that they or their parents are never able to resolve.
It is the long-term goal of this study to be a pivotal resource in making a change in the
lives of all children, but specifically African American males. Although there is extensive
research in the area of improving the plight of African American males, there is still much
work needed. I am optimistic that through this body of research, instead of parents inquiring
“What happened to my son?” they can instead begin to proudly discuss all that is going right
with their sons.
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Appendix A: IRB Approval

Aug 15, 2019 3:28 PM EDT
Faith Ivey
Eastern Michigan University, Leadership and Counsel
Re: Exempt - Initial - UHSRC-FY18-19-128 What Happened to My Son: Parent Perspectives of
African American Male Students and their Out-of-School Suspensions During Middle School
Dear Dr. Faith Ivey:
The Eastern Michigan University Human Subjects Review Committee has rendered the decision
below for What Happened to My Son: Parent Perspectives of African American Male Students and
their Out-of-School Suspensions During Middle School. You may begin your research.
Decision: Exempt
Selected Category: Category 2. Research involving the use of educational tests (cognitive,
diagnostic, aptitude, achievement), survey procedures, interview procedures or observation of public
behavior, unless: (i) information obtained is recorded in such a manner that human subjects can be
identified, directly or through identifiers linked to the subjects; and (ii) any disclosure of the human
subjects' responses outside the research could reasonably place the subjects at risk of criminal or
civil liability or be damaging to the subjects' financial standing, employability, or reputation.

Renewals: Exempt studies do not need to be renewed. When the project is completed, please contact
human.subjects@emich.edu.
Modifications: Any plan to alter the study design or any study documents must be reviewed to
determine if the Exempt decision changes. You must submit a modification request application in
Cayuse IRB and await a decision prior to implementation.
Problems: Any deviations from the study protocol, unanticipated problems, adverse events, subject
complaints, or other problems that may affect the risk to human subjects must be reported to the
UHSRC. Complete an incident report in Cayuse IRB.
Follow-up: Please contact the UHSRC when your project is complete.
Please contact human.subjects@emich.edu with any questions or concerns.

Sincerely,
Eastern Michigan University Human Subjects Review Committee
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Appendix B: Researcher Script
Hello,
My name is Faith Ivey, and I am the primary investigator/researcher for this study. The goal
of my research is to gain insight and understanding of the parent perspectives of African
American male students related to their out of school suspensions during middle school. If
possible, and with your permission, I would also like to interview other primary figures in the
lives of your son. This group of collective individuals are known as and present in “the
village” or microsystem.
Students who receive out of school suspensions are at risk of gaining an early introduction to
the school-to-prison pipeline. My goal is to interrupt this phenomenon, by speaking to you
directly to better understand your perspective of what the problem may possibly be.
1. Tell to me a little about yourself and son?
2. Talk to me about your son’s school experience?
3. Describe how your son feels about school?
4. Talk to me about a teacher/teachers that he likes?
5. Talk to me about a teacher/teachers that he dislikes?
6. Talk to me about how your son gets along with his siblings?
7. What type of peers does your son associate with?
8. How does your son describe his school day?
9. How does your son describe his teachers?
10. How does your son describe his school administrator(s)?
11. Talk to me about how your son gets along with his parents?
12. Describe your son’s favorite subject?
13. Describe your son’s least favorite subject?
14. Talk to me about your son’s future plans after school?
15. Discuss your son’s role model?
16. How do you and your son feel about respect at school?
17. How do you and your son feel about disrespect at school?
18. How does your son express anger or frustration?
19. Discuss how your son uses social media?
20. How do you feel about discipline at school?
21. What has been your experience with your son related to school discipline and out of
school suspensions?
22. How do you prefer for school staff to communicate with you about your son?
23. Describe the school related activities, clubs, or sports that your son is involved in at
school?
24. Talk to me about your experience at parent teacher conferences?
25. What is your son’s routine after he comes home from school?
26. Describe how your son feels about school assemblies, field trips, or special awards at
school?
27. Talk to me about how your son was taught to conduct himself while at school?
28. Discuss conversations you have had with your son related to future goals?
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29. Tell me about how you have advised your son to handle potential conflict at school
with peers?
30. Tell me about how you have advised your son to handle potential conflict at school
with adults?
Is there anything you would like to share with me that I may not have asked you? Thank
you for sharing your time and experience with me. I will be contacting you in a few
days, to discuss if there is anything you would like to share, or that I may need clarity.
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Appendix C: Parent/Caretaker Survey

Directions: Please provide a response for each of the questions listed below.
1. What is your name? ______________________________________
2. What is your relationship to the student? ______________________
3. What is the students grade level? _____________________________
4. What is the age of the student? _______________________________
5. Did the student attend preschool? _____ Yes _____No
6. Does the student have an IEP or 504 plan? _____ Yes _____ No
Please specify if you responded yes ___________________________
7. Has the student ever repeated a grade? ______ Yes ______ No
8. Does the student like school? ______ Yes ______ No
9. Has the student ever been disciplined in school prior to attending middle
school? _______ Yes _______ No
10. How often does the school contact you regarding your student’s
behavior?
_____ Always _____ Usually _____ Sometimes ______ Rarely
_____ Never
Would you like to further participate in this research study? ____ Yes _____
No
If yes, please share your phone number ___________________________
Thank you for your participation!
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Appendix D: Informed Consent Form
The person in charge of this study is Faith Ivey. Faith Ivey is a student at Eastern Michigan
University. His/her faculty adviser is Dr. Ronald Williamson. Throughout this form, this
person will be referred to as the “investigator.”
Purpose of the study
The purpose of this research study is to investigate the perspectives of African American
male students and their out of school suspensions during middle school.
Faith Ivey is paying for this research.
What will happen if I participate in this study?
Participation in this study involves
• Semi-structured and non-structured interview questions through multiple visits
• VISIT 1: Purpose of study and consent obtained
• VISIT 2: Semi-structured and non-structured interview will take place
• VISIT 3: Follow-up to interview will take place
• Participation will last throughout the duration of the study, for one to three sessions
including telephone communication between one to two hours.
I would like to AUDIO/VIDEO record you for this study. If you are AUDIO/VIDEO recorded,
it will be possible to identify you through your VOICE/IMAGE. If you agree to be
AUDIO/VIDEO recorded, sign the appropriate line at the bottom of this form.
What are the anticipated risks for participation?
There are no anticipated physical or psychological risks to participation.
The primary risk of participation in this study is a potential loss of confidentiality.
Some of the SURVEY/INTERVIEW/FOCUS GROUP questions are personal in nature and
may make you feel uncomfortable. You do not have to answer any questions that make you
uncomfortable or that you do not want to answer.
Are there any benefits to participating?
Benefits to society include sharing the unique experience of your son with the academy that
will provide increased understanding of the African American male students for both current
and future teachers, as well as related school staff members and others who may interested in
this subject matter.
What are the alternatives to participation?
The alternative is not to participate.
The study treatment offered in the study is experimental in nature and is not available outside
of this research study. If you would like to seek alternate, standard of care treatment, the
investigator can provide you with resources.
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How will my information be kept confidential?
I will keep your information confidential by using a code to label data with the code linked to
identifiable information in a key stored separately from data, not collecting any identifiable
including your name, etc. Your information will be stored in a password-protected computer
and locked cabinet. I will make every effort to keep your information confidential, however,
we cannot guarantee confidentiality. There may be instances where federal or state law
requires disclosure of your records.
If, during your participation in this study, we have reason to believe that elder abuse or child
abuse is occurring, or if we have reason to believe that you are at risk for being suicidal or
otherwise harming yourself, we must report this to authorities as required by law. We will
make every effort to keep your research information confidential. However, it may be
possible that we have to release your research information. If this were to occur, we would
not be able to protect your confidentiality.
Other groups may have access to your research information for quality control or safety
purposes. These groups include the University Human Subjects Review Committee, the
Office of Research Development, the sponsor of the research, or federal and state agencies
that oversee the review of research. The University Human Subjects Review Committee
reviews research for the safety and protection of people who participate in research studies.
We may share your information with other researchers outside of Eastern Michigan
University. If we share your information, we will remove any and all identifiable information
so that you cannot reasonably be identified.
The results of this research may be published or used for teaching. Identifiable information
will not be used for these purposes.
Storing study information for future use
We would like to store your information from this study for future use related to Parent
perspectives of African American male students and their out of school suspensions during
middle school. Your information will be labeled with a code and not your name. Your
information will be stored in a password-protected or locked file. Your de-identified
information may also be shared with researchers outside of Eastern Michigan University.
Please initial below whether or not you allow us to store your information:
__________Yes

___________No

Are there any costs to participation?
Participation will not cost you anything.
You will be responsible for your transportation costs to and from the study.
Will I be paid for participation?
You will not be paid to participate in this research study.
Study contact information
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If you have any questions about the research, you can contact the Principal Investigator, Faith
Ivey, at fivey@emich.edu or by phone at XXX-XXX-XXXX. You can also contact Faith
Ivey’s adviser, Dr. Ronald Williamson, at rwilliamson1@emich.edu or by phone at XXXXXX-XXXX.
For questions about your rights as a research subject, contact the Eastern Michigan
University Human Subjects Review Committee at human.subjects@emich.edu or by phone
at XXX-XXX-XXXX.
Voluntary participation
Participation in this research study is your choice. You may refuse to participate at any time,
even after signing this form, with no penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise
entitled. You may choose to leave the study at any time with no loss of benefits to which you
are otherwise entitled. If you leave the study, the information you provided will be kept
confidential. You may request, in writing, that your identifiable information be destroyed.
However, we cannot destroy any information that has already been published.
Statement of Consent
I have read this form. I have had an opportunity to ask questions and am satisfied with the
answers I received. I give my consent to participate in this research study.
Signatures
______________________________________
Name of Subject
______________________________________
Signature of Subject

____________________
Date

I agree to be AUDIO/VIDEO recorded for this study.
______________________________________
Signature of Subject

____________________
Date

I have explained the research to the subject and answered all his/her questions. I will give a
copy of the signed consent form to the subject.
________________________________________
Name of Person Obtaining Consent
________________________________________
Signature of Person Obtaining Consent

_____________________
Date
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Appendix E: Letter to Parents or Guardians
January 2019
Dear Parents or Guardians,
Hello, my name is Faith Ivey, I am a student at Eastern Michigan University. I am working
on a research project that will investigate the parent perspectives of African American male
students and their out of school suspensions during middle school. My goal is to find out
how you feel about your son’s experience related to school suspensions.
Students and parents are the most important aspect of the public-school system. Your
opinions and input may help to determine future policy and procedures. This benefit has the
potential of helping other students for years to come. The data collected for this project will
take place during XX of 2019.
Your participation will be absolutely anonymous. If you have any questions please do not
hesitate to contact me at XXX-XXX-XXXX.
Again, your input is extremely important. Your survey results can be returned to either
manually or electronically.
Please know that your participation in this study is anonymous and confidential, but you may
have an opportunity to participate further if you choose through the way of interviews. Your
participation is voluntary and can be stopped at any time. Please take a few minutes to
complete the survey.
If you have any questions or require additional information you may also contact Dr. Ronald
Williamson at Eastern Michigan University. His phone number is XXX-XXX-XXXX.
Sincerely,

Faith Ivey

